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YOU CAN FIND OUT MORE by clicking on the words in the text that have links, for example, Beta Prime and Capital City. These links will take you to specific pages on my author website. There you will find history and back-story regarding the topic linked to that page.
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CHAPTER ONE
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"THIS GUY IS SUPPOSED to be a screw-up. Did you see that shot? Did you? He never even broke stride! Just walked along and drew down on the perp. Must have missed the hostage by an inch."

With a quick tap of the mouse, the video played again. The reflection of the nervous viewers faces shined in the monitor's screen, displaying a thin sheen of sweat on his face and forehead.

“We have an enemy we don’t know about. That’s what I think,” the well-groomed man sitting across the office said calmly.

"No, this guy is supposed to be a screw-up. It's all in his files, medical discharge from the Space Marines to cover up an incident. Transferred from every planet, he's ever served on and not by his request. Screw-ups don't make shots like that!"

“No need to get excited,” the second man said calmly, brushing a piece of imaginary lint from his suit coat. “This can work to our advantage.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. Somebody sent him. We find out who sent him and we find out who’s working against us.

“What do you have on this cop?”

The small, nervous man of Earth Asian ancestry pushed a tablet across his desk, watching the replay again. “Names Sullivan. Thomas Sullivan.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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I HATE SHOOTING PERPS in public places, too many people around to see the dirty part of my job. I hate it even more when rich people are involved. Wealthy tourists are the worst.

First day on the job and I had to go and shoot a perp. I'd just cleared customs and retrieved my weapons when I spotted commotion just beyond the wait lines for security to board the starliner. Some young punk hopped up on whatever the local form of amphetamine is, had grabbed some spoiled rich young princess away from her daddy and was holding a knife to her neck.

Tired from two weeks of hyperspace travel, I was in no mood to talk the punk down. So I shot him. One shot, one kill. Hostage crisis resolved or so you’d think. I learned later the punk was little miss rich princess’ secret street hood boyfriend she’d picked up while on vacation on Beta Prime. Seems he had no intention of living without her, or the drugs her daddy’s money could buy. 

I found out later I was only partially right.

You’d think dear old dad would be happy I’d solved what was going to be a messy and expensive problem for him so easily. Nah. His wife got upset because the blood all over baby girl’s dress traumatized the little princess. Now I have to fill out even more paperwork because mom and dad want to file a complaint.

I decided I’d deal with it later. Tired of the cheap fare fed to the masses in steerage, I’d skipped breakfast, deciding to eat at the first hole in the wall diner I could find dirtside. Besides, I wanted to get a look at my new home before I actually reported in.

Common sense said not to ignore the yelling idiot of a parent, but common sense and I were not always on good speaking terms. Besides, the omnipresent surveillance cameras had caught everything, and I would be exonerated. After yelling at me for several minutes and being ignored, dad threatened me with the law.

I got a laugh from the look on his face when he saw my badge. That and the good look he finally got of my face. That does it for most people. He scurried off, spewing threats, something like he knew people in high places. Good luck with that. I only associated with people in low places.

Retrieving the one bag I had checked, I stopped at the freight check out. I left orders for my small container to be sent to the address I'd  provided. I got another immediate reminder of how I'd gotten the job. The handler smiled pleasantly and informed me for an additional fee, he'd make sure nothing happened to the contents of my container en route.

He should have looked at my face first.

After I showed him my badge and bent the thumb on his left hand all the way back to his forearm, I was fairly certain he was just as motivated to make sure nothing happened to my belongings as if I had actually paid the bribe.

People moved out of my way as I strolled down the main concourse. They usually do. At two meters tall and 120 kilos of mainly muscle and bone, I'm hard to miss. The thick, ugly scar that ran from my hairline across my forehead all the way to my jawline on my right cheek usually helped motivate people to politely move out of my way.

That and the fact my right eye is a much darker royal blue than the lighter azure of my left eye.

The surgeons hadn't been able to save my eye when they put my face back together. At first, it bothered me. That is until I got used to controlling all the features that came with the new eye. Having a tiny computer inserted into you takes some getting used to. It was the same size as my new eye and surgically attached with care to the posterior side of my right clavicle. It controlled my cybernetic eye.

It wasn’t all bad though. I could record images with the thing, and it was a fantastic targeting system. 

It also controlled my repaired left hand. My thumb and four fingers were replaced as the result of the same blast that cost me my eye. I'd been lucky. Most military grade synthetic skin grafts looked pretty bad. Unless you were a plastic surgeon, you couldn't tell just to look at my hand.

Donning the great coat that I'd retrieved from my bag, I stepped outside into the infamous cold of my new home world, Beta Prime. It was nighttime, and the cabbies were hurriedly dropping off their fares and hustling to pick up arrivals from the starliner I'd just disembarked from, the St. Gabriel.

My badge had helped me get on the first shuttle down from the space station where the St. Gabriel had docked. My size and general demeanor helped me move past the waiting passengers and grab a cab.

The temperature in the cab wasn't much warmer than the climate outside, even after I shut the door. The cabbie who looked back at me through the safety shield had a couple of days growth worth of stubble and by the looks of things hadn't bathed in a couple of days either, making me thankful for the safety shield separating us.

“Where to?”

“Know any good places to eat? No chain stuff. Earth food though.”

The cabbie turned on his meter and engaged the hover drive, lifting the vehicle from the pavement. Without looking he floored the drive and whipped the cab into the departure lane leading away from the terminal.

“I know just the place. If you don’t mind mixing with the locals.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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MY RIDE THROUGH Capital City was interesting. Sort of. Typical capital city of a developing planet. Nice buildings and hover cars around the space terminal and government buildings. High rise apartments for those lucky enough to have the money and connections to live there. Not the part of town I would be living in though I’m sure I’ll spend plenty of time working there.

Crime on a planet like Beta Prime doesn’t care what part of town you live in.

I liked my cabbie. He didn't talk. More or less took me in a direct route to a working class neighborhood. It was on the edge of the better part of town that butted up against the ore processing plants. It had started snowing when he parked his cab outside a place called Joe’s American Diner.

Depending on which sign you read first that is. Joe's location is on the main road on a street corner. The name of the place was Joe’s American Diner. The entrance on the side street had a different name.

I had a good laugh at that. Eat at Joe’s.

From the outside, it looked typical enough. Plastisteel construction. Dirty. Covered in grime from the processing plants and the constant smearing from the melt off from the snow and ice. Probably one of the first commercial constructs in this area once construction of the processing plants was complete. The workers have to eat somewhere.

Paid the cabbie and got out. It felt good to be in my element. Joe’s was more than just a local eat spot. It was a bar as well. I noticed the cabbie had turned off his on duty sign and locked up his cab.

“Off duty,” he explained at my curious glance. “I live around here. My wife waits tables at Joe’s.”

“So I paid you to drive yourself home.”

“Look, you said you wanted to eat Earth food at a local hole in the wall. You didn’t give me much more to go on than that.”

“Fair enough. What’s your name?”

“Ralph Jameson. Just call me Ralph.”

“Ralph it is.”

“What’s your name? I didn’t catch it.”

“Didn’t offer it. You might not want to know it.”

Ralph’s face paled slightly. “Look, I don’t want any trouble, okay. I just took you to a place to eat, that’s all.”

I laughed to myself. The smaller man looked tired in his crumpled clothes. Ralph surprised me. He didn’t smell nearly as bad as he looked.

“No problem. I don’t want any trouble either. Look, no hard feelings. I’ll buy you a beer when we’re inside.”

“Beer is good,” Ralph said with a grin, leading the way toward the entrance to Joe’s.

The double doors of the entrance were under one of those faux neon signs popular in certain parts of town. Cliché really. Eat at Joes Bar and Grill in reddish pink with green highlights behind it lighted up the entrance off the side street.

My new acquaintance Ralph walked right up to the doors and entered, giving me a glimpse of the place inside. It also let me see the two toughs just inside the door. Joe’s really was a bar.

Ralph sauntered off in the direction of the bar without looking back. The two tough guys ran a scanner over me.

“You’ll have to check your firearms here sir,” the tough with the shaved head informed me.

I smiled back as I ignored him and walked into the place. My smile vanished when I felt the tip of a phase pistol between my shoulder blades.

“Sir, house rules. Nobody carries. Your weapons will be returned to you when you leave. This is a friendly neighborhood establishment.”

I turned just enough to look at Baldies face. He meant it. So did I when I hit him right on the button of his chin with my left hand. While he collapsed to the floor and before his genetically enhanced friend could move, I had drawn, thumbed the safety off and pointed my old school chemically powered, kinetic energy weapon at his nose. Looking down the dark space of a rifled barrel always gives a man pause.

"I don't give my weapons up for anyone. Nor do I have to," I informed my new red-faced friend. With my left hand, I reached inside my coat and pulled out my badge. He looked at it and blinked a couple of times.

“I’m sorry Inspector. We didn’t know.”

"No problem. I'm new in town. Haven't gotten to know the local help yet. Just to show there are no hard feelings on my part, I'll pay for a couple of beers for you and your partner."

Giganto looked at me long and hard before realizing he wasn’t going to intimidate me. I also noticed he took a good long look at my right eye before taking a quick peek at my left hand. He grinned and nodded in recognition.

“You serve?”

“Yeah. While back.”

“We’ll take you up on those beers. But please, no more trouble or we won’t be able to let you come back. Foods good here.”

Baldy stood up rubbing his sore chin. He looked less than happy. I guess his professional pride was hurt.

I made my way to an empty booth in the far corner near the door to the kitchen area. It was dark there, and I could keep an eye on the three entrances, main street, the bar and the entrance to the kitchen from there. Ralph had disappeared, and that was fine with me.

The locals watched me sit down without much interest. Evidently, it could get rough here this time of night. The décor was pure Earth. This was a joint for humans. Images of classical musicians from old Earth adorned the walls. Bands like The Rolling Stones, which I had studied back when I was in school, and other similar musical groups from different time periods.

A glance at the lighting told me this place served two entirely different crowds. During the day it served breakfast and lunch to workers. In the evening families who could afford it ate here. Or maybe dad was springing for a night for mom not to cook and they brought their kids here for comfort food from the home planet.

After dinner time though, the crowd changed, and the lighting got turned down. People didn't like bright lights when they drank or engaged in business. I made a note to myself to get to know Joe if there was a Joe. This was a legit business. Whether or not it was a front, I’d have to learn.

I picked up a worn menu from the booth's table. The seat was comfortable and not too lumpy from the years of use. I ran my hand over the red, faux leather and looked at my fingers, noting nothing nasty had stuck to them. The same was true for the table's surface. Another glance at the brown colored plastisteel walls indicated the place was not too dirty. It was just worn and darkly lit.

A waitress approached, dressed in blue jeans and a t-shirt. She looked tired and none too happy about my arrival. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She could have been pretty if she put on a little makeup and didn't have rings under her eyes. Her nose had been broken too and should have been set. Crooked teeth drew attention to her thin lips. My right eye caught a slight scar on her lower left lip.

“Can I get you something?”

“Yeah. A cheeseburger. Fries. Large coke.”

She laughed. “I didn’t figure you for a teetotaler.”

“Don’t always judge people when you first see them. By the way, the two tough guys at the bar entrance, beers on me, okay. And there was a cabbie who brought me here. Beer for him too. Put’em on my tab.”

“Ralph brought you here? Joe’s not going to like that. You showin’ up his guys and all.”

I shrugged and looked away. She got the message and left to place my order. 

I sat quietly, minding my own business, checking out the joint. Lots of other interesting images and artifacts displayed on the walls. Early starliners and space freighters were another common item. Famous places from old Earth cities like New Orleans, Houston, Paris, London, Berlin, even Moscow.

The sound of a glass hitting the table brought my attention back to my immediate surroundings. Sitting down on the other side of the booth was a man of average height and build with mouse brown hair slicked back. He was clean-shaven and smelled of decent cologne. I glanced at his hands and saw the scars and reddish skin of hands that had worked long hours in a kitchen. His clothes were nothing special, khaki work pants and a black shirt.

“My name is Joe,” he said flatly.

“You own the place.”

“Yeah. Who are you? I don’t like people causing trouble. Sometimes we get a few idiots in here at night, and I don't tolerate it."

“I can understand. If they had not pushed the issue, there wouldn’t have been any trouble,” I answered before taking a sip from my ice cold Coke.

“Who are you?”

“Didn’t say.”

“Well, enjoy your soft drink and then leave. I like to know my customers.”

I reached into my jacket quickly, startling Joe. Slowly I withdrew my badge and handed it to him. He examined it thoroughly, so much so that he told me a few things I wanted to know and wouldn’t have to ask around to find out now.

“I’m sorry Inspector Sullivan. All you needed to do was show your badge as soon as you entered and my boys would have taken care of you.”

“Joe, I like your place.”

“Thanks, I suppose.”

"I like a place where I can eat food that tastes like it from Earth cooked it, and I can be left alone to think. Is this a place where I can do that?"

Joe looked at me carefully, thinking before he answered my question.

"The food here is good, the best Earth food on Beta Prime. We even get rich people slumming here in the evenings to eat. Most nights the bar is pretty calm. It can get rough around payday, but most bars are like that near the plants or mines. Whether or not you'll be left alone has more to do with you than my customers."

“Good. Now you just have to pass the inspection.”

“What inspection?” Joe replied, the inside of his left eyebrow turning down to indicate his irritation.

I smiled back at him to needle him a little bit as the waitress set my food down in front of me.

“If your food is as good as you claim it is.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I CHECKED INTO A DECENT enough hotel after I finished eating. Decent enough they didn’t charge by the hour. Joe was right. The food was good. Good enough I might try to find a place to stay within walking distance. The neighborhood wasn't bad, but it was just rough enough that people knew to mind their own business.

I locked the door after checking the room. I don’t particularly trust electronic locks, so I moved the dresser behind the door. At least it would give me something to dive behind when the door opened.

There was nothing on worth watching on the screen, and I was pretty certain the monitor was two way. Not feeling like being watched, I cut it off and for good measure disconnected it. 

My feet felt better somewhat when I pulled my boots off, setting them right by the side of the bed. Opening my backpack, I pulled out a few of my safety devices I had collected over the years. I decided on my electronic jamming device and set the range to cover my room and nothing more.

I lay on my bed in my clothes and greatcoat. Next to my right hand was my trusted sidearm, a .500 caliber revolver with a laser sight, not that I needed it. By my left hand were two throwing blades I'd retrieved from my left boot. If tonight was the night they came for me, I'd take as many as I could with me.

And so once again, I found myself in a strange place, not knowing anyone. Another hellhole of a planet crawling with criminals and corrupt officials and I’d been tapped to clean up the mess.

Or die trying.

Why I didn’t just hand in the badge and walk away is beyond me. I could do other things to earn my keep. The bitterness and anger I always felt when I thought like this came bubbling back to the surface. It’s not like I’m unjustified for feeling like I do.

Six years in the Shore Patrol of the Interplanetary Alliance Space Marines. Signed up straight out of school. Bought the recruiting pitch hook, line and sinker. Even bought into all that honor and integrity stuff the Corps drills into us. I wasn’t real happy about the medical discharge. 

My unit was working crowd control in a town the Marines had just hit. Insurgents set off bombs, and I got caught in the blast. The Corp's doctors patched my face up okay, and I got a new eye and fingers for my left hand. Of course, if I'd been an officer or some rich politician's son, I wouldn't even have scars like the beaut I have on my face. I wouldn't have gotten a medical discharge either if I'd kept my mouth shut.

The idiot Lt. leading the sweep didn't listen to me when I told him we needed to pull back and set up our road blocks at a more defensible location. Nine of us got hit that day. I was the only one who survived. Of course, the good Lt. didn't get a scratch. I filed the paperwork to have him brought up for review. It all came out at the hearing. All of it.

The constant belittling of personnel he didn’t like. Endless bad decisions and incompetence on his part ending with getting eight of his personnel killed and me severely wounded. It all ended with my getting a medical and his getting promoted to Captain. Connections and money can cover up a lot of problems.

I learned a lot from my mistakes in the Space Marines. Mainly, the laws that I had sworn to uphold had almost nothing to do with justice for the people I had sworn to protect. Not that the law is a bad thing mind you. See, most people, including criminals I’ve found, adhere to the law to varying degrees, just not the people who have the power and the money. The entitled believe they are above the law.

With no other prospects and training, I joined the Interplanetary Alliance Police Force. Interplanetary Alliance. What a joke. It's the same it's always been. The wealthy and powerful rule for their benefit and the rest of us are just along to make sure our rulers have everything they want and need.

It didn’t take me long to learn the politics of the IAPF. Didn’t like those much better than what I’d found in the Space Marines. But I like getting justice for people who need it.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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I DON’T LIKE MOST FIGURES of authority much even though I’m one myself. At the moment I wasn’t sure about my new chief.

“Protocol says you report directly to me Sullivan.”

“I never read that anywhere in the regs.”

“You shot a civilian the minute you got off the shuttle! In front of hundreds of people and then you just walked off!”

“I shot a stoned perp holding a knife to the throat of a probably not too innocent young woman. I’m sure it’s all on the surveillance video.”

“Have you ever heard of filing a report after a use of deadly force incident?”

"Yes, Chief. I'm here today, and it was on my list of things to do."

“The young woman’s father filed a complaint against you. Just wanted to let you know that Sullivan.”

“He’s just embarrassed. Rich guy used to getting his way. Bet it was the first time he ever saw violence that wasn’t in a sports arena or on a screen.”

“The rich guy happens to be a major stockholder in one of the biggest mines on this planet. The rich guy pays a lot of taxes that pay your salary.”

I wasn’t impressed. 

“Rich guy got a name?”

“Yes, his name is Spencer Deveraux. He is not someone we want to make angry.”

“Chief, I’ll bet you my first paycheck here the perp knew Deveraux’s daughter.”

I hit it right on the nail.

“Turns out the dead perp was a dealer. His daughter Melanie hooked up with him during the visit. Love of her life she claims.”

“Nah, just a way to get under daddy’s skin. Dad’s more worried about his reputation than anything else.”

The chief just glared at me. “Since you figured that out, why did you just walk off?”

"Because I didn't appreciate his attitude. I just saved him and his daughter a whole lot of hurt, and he gets to go off on me? Nope. Not in the regs Chief. What's more, I had just hit dirt and wanted to eat."

“What am I going to do with you Sullivan? You can’t treat citizens like Mr. Deveraux like that! What’s more, I didn’t request you. You were forced on me.”

I decided it was time to let the Chief know I knew the score.

“I didn’t ask to come here, Chief. But you have a mess on your hands. Too much crime and corruption on a planet marked for massive economic development. Tourism for the snow resorts. Massive mineral deposits, favorable trade routes to get raw materials out not to mention opportunities for manufacturing. But you let things get out of hand. So I got sent in to bring order.”

The look of pure hate the Chief shot me told me I’d hit the nail, if such things were still used, right on the head.

"Do your job. Don't cause problems, especially with important investors and citizens. As soon as things are better, I'll see to it you get a transfer off this frozen rock."

I stood up to leave. I’d wasted enough time.

“Sullivan, where are you going?”

I looked back at the Chief.  “Got things to do. Perps to catch.”

“See Captain Markeson. He’ll explain how things work around here.”

I’d pushed the Chief enough for one meeting. He’d figure things out eventually.

“Markeson. Right Chief.”

As I left the Chief's office, I stopped the old sergeant at the desk where I could find Markeson's desk. She pointed me in the general direction, and that was about it for help. Walking past the desks of the detectives and inspectors, it was pretty obvious the place was not an efficient precinct. Not that I like pushing electrons around, but it's part of what a cop does, computer work.

I did find the coffee machine. Lousy coffee, lousy even by cop standards. No wonder the cops here couldn’t function.

Tossing the cup in the trash, I made my way over to the tiny office with Markeson’s name on the door. I knocked and stuck my head in. 

“Captain Markeson?”

“You must be Sullivan. Have you ever heard of waiting till someone says enter?”

I didn’t like him right away. He was a handsome man, with the refined features of a pretty boy. Not that there is anything wrong with being a pretty boy as such, the problem was he knew he was a pretty boy. His suit screamed custom tailored. Sewn from the latest synthetic material, the name of which escapes me. The dark blue material contrasted by a white dress shirt and red neck adornment. His black hair was slicked straight back, making it easy to see the diamond stud in his ear, a real diamond. Blindingly white teeth contrasted with his tan, clearly a product of chemical coloring on this frozen planet. Nobody had a tan like that from sunning themselves in the cold. His cologne was expensive but subtle. At least he had the decency not to have a kilo of gold jewelry on while he was at work. 

I sat down in the chair across from his desk without being asked to take a seat. His desk didn’t look like a Captain’s. Too neat. No paper in piles or flash drives lying about. No stains from spilled coffee and no writing styluses lying about. 

Markeson gave me a once over before speaking again.

"You were forced on us; we didn't ask for you."

I just shrugged in response. I didn’t bother telling him I hadn’t asked to be transferred to Beta Prime, even though I had jumped at the opportunity to take the job. I had my reasons.

"Don't cause problems; you got it? If you can keep your nose clean, I'll help you get a transfer off this rock."

“Why is everyone worried I’m going to do my job?”

Markeson flinched.

“What?”

“Why is everyone worried I’m going to do my job?”

“Like you did yesterday? Shooting that perp? Which reminds me, I’m going to need your side arms until after the final review of the deadly force incident.”

I smiled as I reached into my left boot for the little .22 automatic I kept there. I unloaded it and put it on Markeson’s desk. “I’d like a receipt if you don’t mind.”

Pretty Boy looked at the tiny pistol and back at me. “That is not the weapon you used.”

“No, but it’s the one you’re going to hold on to until I’m cleared.”

Markeson frowned but thought better of saying anything. He picked up his tablet and thumbed a few screens, picked on and scratched away with a stylus. He glared at me one more time for good measure while the printer spit out my receipt.

"Look, Sullivan, acting like a tough guy is not going to go over well here. Morning roll call is at 0630. Now get out of my office."

I left as instructed, picking up my receipt as I left. Don’t let anyone tell you I can’t take orders. One thing was for sure. Not only did I not like Pretty Boy Markeson, I didn’t trust him.

—-
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MARKESON GLARED AT the door before picking up the small kinetic energy weapon the new Inspector had left. Whoever had sent this Sullivan was indeed no friend to his cause. He would have to be careful in dealing with the Inspector. Too much was at stake for him personally.

With a quick, practiced motion, Markeson ran his hand through his carefully groomed hair, making certain each strand was in its place. No, there was no doubt; this Sullivan would have to go. He had come too far, invested too much time. With his goals within reach, there was no way he would allow a single individual, a single man, to stop him.

Markeson felt the old emotions he had pushed down come flooding back, filling him with the strange combination of anger and remorse. Feelings of anger didn’t upset Markeson, in fact, he often welcomed the emotion. It fueled his efforts, allowed him to do things most men couldn't bring themselves to do. 

Remorse was something different altogether. Remorse made him weak, hesitant, too much like other men. Men who would never be anything or have what he wanted. Worse, remorse made Markeson remember how his journey had started.

Unable to stop the memories from flooding back, Markeson thought back to the first time he’d killed a man. His own father no less. Why the old man couldn’t look past the fact he just wanted to have a good time on occasion, kick back, cut loose and blow off a little steam, was still beyond Markeson. Hard working and honest to a fault, his father just couldn’t bend, not on the slightest thing.

Catching Markeson stoned and with a girl for the umpteenth time had been the final straw for his father. He'd thrown Markeson out. That Markeson could have lived with, it was, after all, the old man's house, his rules. His father telling him he couldn't, and wouldn't, amount to anything was something Markeson could neither forgive nor tolerate.

After living on the streets of Marlon IV for over a month, he’d decided to leave the planet to make his way in life. To do so required money. His father had come home unexpectedly, catching Markeson in the act of stealing the hard credits his parents kept hidden in the house along with his mother’s jewels.

In a rage, he’d beaten his father to death. His only regret about the act was his father hadn’t suffered enough for the humiliation he’d inflicted on Markeson over the years. If his father had wanted to live a boring life and work hard all the time, never stopping to enjoy the things money could buy, that was his choice. Inflicting that choice on Markeson and his brother once they were of age was unacceptable.

Hard work did bring profit to the individual willing to expend the time and effort. It was the one thing Markeson agreed upon with his father. Not enjoying the rewards of that effort in the manner of your choice was something he would never agree about. Hard work and the benefits it produced, benefits like money and power, should be exploited, for pleasure and to gain more, always, to gain more. What good was having more if you didn’t flaunt it; hold it over those who were weaker?

What fueled Markeson's remorse was not the murder of his father, it was saying goodbye to his mother. Having committed murder, he had to flee Marlon IV, probably never to return. He had cried when he told his mother goodbye at his father's funeral. It was the last time he had ever shed tears.

Unlike his father, Markeson’s mother had always been kind to him, accepting of his ways, the choices he’d made, even though she disagreed with how he lived his life and made him aware of that fact. Why couldn’t his father have done the same?

Markeson shook his head in disgust with himself. No remorse. Never again would he allow himself to feel remorse for what he had done on Marlon IV. He would return one day, that much he'd promised himself. He would return as a man of great power and wealth. When he did so, Markeson vowed he would go to his father's grave. To taunt the man he'd killed, letting his father know how wrong he'd been about his oldest son.
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CHAPTER SIX
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I WAS TOO TIRED TO show any emotion as the yellow hover cab pulled up. I eased into the backseat, glad to be off my feet after a long day of walking around the precinct, getting to know people, procedures, how things did, or did not, work.

“Hey!” Ralph the cabbie said from the front. “Don’t get many requests for me. In fact, you might be the first,” he mumbled.

“Need to find a place to live. I like Joe’s. Looks like a neighborhood where a person can blend in.”

Ralph laughed, the first real sign of human emotion the cabbie had displayed.

“You? Blend in Inspector? That’s not too likely, you bein’ so tall and all. Not to mention you’re a cop.”

“I wasn’t talking about my blending in.”

Ralph looked puzzled for a moment and then shrugged.

“You’re the fare. What exactly are you lookin’ for?”

“Corner building. Couple of floors up with visual lines of sight in all directions. Would be nice if one of the sides was an alley.”

“Within’ walking distance of Joe’s?”

“Yeah. Be nice if the Metro was close too.”

“What,” Ralph sneered, “you don’t feel like requestin’ me regular like?”

I gave Ralph a hard knowing look. “I imagine you know a lot of things. Things that would be useful to me, things that might be worth some money on occasion.”

“So, a business relationship?”

“You could call it that.”

Ralph turned the meter on and sat for a minute thinking.

“I’m not a snitch.”

“I don’t want a snitch. I’m interested in finding someone I can trust who knows things. Guess I made a mistake in your case.”

"No, I know things," Ralph replied hesitantly. "I just need to know it won't come back on my wife or me."

“Yeah, about that wife. You vanished when we got to Joe’s. Never did introduce me to your wife.”

"I can explain," Ralph said, a bit anxiously as he pulled the hover cab out into traffic. "We can't afford for her to lose her job. You went all mercenary on Joe's two guys, so I vanished. Didn't want anything coming back on her. You know, blaming her for my bringing you there. I didn't know you'd work it out with Joe."

Sully continued to stare at Ralph’s image in the rearview mirror, glaring through the safety shield. 

"Introduce me next time we're there, and I'll forget about it."

“Yeah, sure thing. Now that you’re cool with Joe.”

—-
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I WATCHED AS THE MANAGER looked at the signed lease and the modifications I had made. She shook her head and looked up at me briefly before taking the hard credits I’d placed on the counter and making them disappear.

“This isn’t standard,” she complained.

"Nor is that finder's fee you just accepted. Think of it this way; it'll be good for the place to have a cop living here."

“I don’t know,” the manager replied slowly. “Might scare off some of the tenants if you know what I mean.”

“You mean deadbeats who were always late on their rent?”

The manager smiled and ran her fingers through her unkempt graying brown hair. "Now that you mention it, you might just class up this place a little. Bring in a better class of deadbeat."

Reaching into the top left drawer of her desk, the manager removed a set of key cards for an electronic lock. “These will get you in until you install your own locks.”

I took the keys without saying anything and picked up my one bag and headed for the elevator.

“I’d take the stairs if I were you,” the manager shouted. She fingered the credits in her pocket and smiled. He wouldn’t last long. At least he’d paid an entire year upfront. Nobody did that.

—-
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SHUTTING THE DOOR BEHIND me, I made my way over to the small window and glanced down at the intersection below. The main street was four lanes of hover traffic and ran in front of my new building. The cross street was two lanes and filled with trash and commercial refuse bins on the alley below my window.

The room was empty, giving me have a good look at how the structure was built. Made from shipping containers bringing the original tools and supplies to Beta Prime, the containers had made a one-way trip, as was often the case on newly colonized planets. Once emptied of cargo, the containers were repurposed to build housing or other necessary functions.

I liked what I saw. Solid steel construction coated with a plastisteel coating to make the interior look better. It could use a coat of paint, but that could wait. My first task was to change the locks on the door and windows.  I opened my suitcase and took out the locks and tools I'd brought with me to Beta Prime for just this purpose. An hour later and a deep laceration on my left forefinger exposing my steel finger and my new place was secure for the night.

I stepped out on the tiny ledge that served as a balcony and shivered in the freezing wind, letting its hard, icy bite cool me off from the frustrating task of installing my new custom locks. Looking around my new neighborhood, it became pretty evident this part of town was old. Probably built when the first miners arrived to exploit the planet’s mineral riches.

Cosmetic overlays can only do so much to hide the fact all of the structures were nothing more than boxes made from left over containers or prefab plastisteel buildings. Everything had a layer of grime on it, glued to the exterior by the odd combination of ice that had melted and refrozen and the freezing that wind whipped across everything, seeming to come from every direction.

I watched as workers down on the streets below hurried to get home, shop for something quickly before what few shops there were closed, or eat at one of the small eateries. Other workers walked with their heads down against the cold, wrapped in thick overcoats as they made their way to work. Shift change.

Pickpockets would be at work. Tired workers coming home were in another world, wanting only to reach home so they could eat, watch some screen and go to sleep so they could repeat the cycle again tomorrow. Shift workers coming on were in a hurry to get to work, having slept in a little too long or been delayed by an errand. Either way, nobody below was as alert as they should be. The bone chilling cold wrapped itself around each individual, forcing them into themselves, ignoring the world as they hurried to a warm destination. A pickpocket’s haven.

I looked down in the alley below and spotted a couple of homeless men, wobbling as they made their way to wherever it was they’d take shelter from the freezing cold tonight. How these people survived was a testament to humanity’s ability to survive and adapt. It was also a statement of how cold-hearted man could be to his fellow human beings. 

I shook my head at my own hypocrisy. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done anything to help a homeless individual. While they were alive at least, I’ve done my share to help find their killers when they were gone.

Tired from the long day, I pulled out some clothes from my suitcase to make a pillow for myself on the floor. I secured my window and checked the doors. Wrapped in my greatcoat, I stretched out on the floor. As tired as I was, I couldn’t fall asleep.
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NUMBER SEVEN
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I WOKE UP IN A COLD sweat. It happens whenever I dream. This one didn’t seem that disturbing, but for some reason it was unsettling. My mind wanted to revisit my trip to Beta Prime on the Starliner St. Gabriel.

The IAPF normally springs for a Second Class ticket on transfers or any work related interstellar travel. I had downgraded to steerage. I like the company better. As an Inspector, I have the freedom to move about anywhere in public space on any common carrier interstellar transport, passenger, freighter or tramp. Since I spend most of my time either asleep or walking around, I don't see any reason for more space than is necessary to sleep or lie on my back thinking.

My dream took me back to the lower decks where the transient workers, indentures and people desperate to start over or hide traveled. Since I was relocating to a new planet, it paid to get an early start on meeting the people I was most likely going to be working with in one capacity or another, victim or criminal.

It was there I spotted her. She was a pretty girl, but that wasn't what made me remember her. It was the fear just beneath the surface, the look of a prey animal being hunted, knowing it would not escape the predator. 

She took one look at me and vanished down a side corridor but not before my cybernetic eye scanned her. The poor girl stood 170 cm tall, and her body mass was 55 to 56 kg. She had long brown hair and dressed in old clothes. Her most striking feature was her eyes, big brown doe eyes. I think that is the correct term to use. She had hauntingly beautiful pale white skin. Her features were finely defined, her face squarish in shape with a strong jawline. Her lips were slender yet managed to have a pouty look about them. As to her age, I couldn’t quite put a finger on it. She could have been 20 standard years of age or as old as 30.

I’d followed her in my dream, just as I had on the St. Gabriel. She'd seen me following her, and it had frightened her even more than she already was. I didn't know her name, but I'd checked the passenger roster for steerage. Everybody had a common destination. The same one I did, Beta Prime.

Not wanting to scare the poor girl more than she already was, I let her give me the slip. I figured I'd run across her again and introduce myself, maybe as a cop, or perhaps as a civilian. I didn't see her again on the entire trip, but she'd left an impression on me. That much was for sure.

The dream was unsettling. It reminded me I was a cop. I was supposed to protect frightened civilians if that was what she was, I shouldn't have let it go so easily. I should have invested the time to locate her and find out what had her so frightened.

I didn’t want her to wind up like the last frightened young woman I’d not taken the time to learn what had her scared.

My room was so cold I could see my breath. The icy temperature making it more unlikely I could go back to sleep. I got up and went to my balcony window and looked out. It was snowing lightly, and the flakes had covered the dirty surfaces of the neighborhood with a dusting of clean white specks. It would all melt in the morning, adding to the grit and grime of the neighborhood, but for now, it seemed peaceful.

I glanced at my watch and decided not to go back to sleep. I’d have to be up in an hour to report for my first official day of duty. I took a hot shower, if you want to call it that, and dressed as quickly as I could in my cold apartment. I put on the last of my clean clothes and left, locking up my place.

That one-hour was going to be put to use to get a name for that young girl.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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SHE LOOKED AROUND THE area, seeing nobody noticeable. Earlier in the day, she'd discovered the CCTV cameras in the immediate vicinity had long ago stopped working. If no one saw her, it would be possible to be somewhat warm while sleeping that night. 

In the days since the St. Gabriel had landed she had not felt safe a single time. Until she found a safe place, a routine and an understanding of the new city, there could be no possibility of feeling secure.

Not so long as there was a possibility of being hunted.

—-
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“HEY GRACE, YOU GOING to stop by and have one with the guys?”

Grace looked back at the cute patrol officer whose query had stopped her momentarily. Detecting a trace of hopefulness in his voice, she felt intrigued, almost enough to change her mind and go to the local cop bar. Almost but not quite. 

“Sorry, Sergeant’s exams coming up soon. I’ve got to hit the books.”

Noting the disappointment evident in his expression, Grace was quick to add, "I promise, as soon as I take the exam, I'll stop and have one or two with you."

He smiled back, relieved Grace had at least not turned down his request out of hand. The patrol officer waved and turned to follow his friends and fellow officers as the precinct station hummed noisily from the activity of the shift change.

Weaving her way through the busy corridors, Grace paused at the station house doors to brace herself against the always frigid winds of the streets of Capital City. Leaving the warm comfort of the precinct, Grace made her way out on to the streets she had spent long hours patrolling and directing traffic. Tired from standing all day, she strolled along, enjoying the slow pace.

Grace decided to treat herself to a meal at the diner near her tiny apartment. It would be a nice break, a change of pace. And then she would go home and hit the books for the sergeant exams. Unlike most officers, Grace intended to pass on her first attempt.

Looking ahead, Grace noticed the streetlights for most of a block were out. She'd report the issue as soon as she got home. Halfway down the block, Grace realized she was alone. Being alone didn't frighten her, she could handle herself, and she was armed. The sensation of being watched by an unknown observer; that something was about to happen did set her nerves on edge.

Grace adjusted her uniform jacket and bravely looked ahead to the next working streetlight.

It’s just your imagination silly. You live in a safe neighborhood.

Yyyeeeooowwwwwlllllll!

Grace jumped in alarm, looking down the alley to her right just in time to see a pair of mangy long-haired tomcats run down the snow and trash covered alleyway.

Placing her hand on her chest, Grace laughed at her racing pulse. 

“Stupid cats.”

She watched as the larger of the two cats jumped a top the fence at the end of the alley, having been vanquished by the smaller cat. Feeling her heart rate begin to slow, Grace smiled at the victory of the smaller cat and turned to hurry to the waiting warmth of the local diner.

Nobody saw the dark form slip from the shadows of the alleyway.

—-
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STEPPING OUT OF THE simple structure, a converted interstellar shipment container, he rubbed his hands together before stretching. It was a short walk down several blocks to reach his new parish. There weren’t many opportunities for Anglican priests this far out in space from Earth. To be placed on a planet as troubled as Beta Prime was an opportunity he had long prayed for. A chance to be of genuine service to people who needed God's message and comfort, an opportunity to redeem himself for past sins.

Cold weather wreaked havoc on the arthritis in his knees, a constant reminder to him that he was flawed. His “thorn in the flesh” as the Apostle Paul had said. 

The walk to the parish church where he would be installed as the rector was interesting. The first two blocks took him past housing units that had seen better days or at least needed better tenants to take care of their outward appearance. Approaching the major intersection of the area, he noticed the large apartment building and small local businesses struggling to survive in the gritty neighborhood.

He watched as a band of young pickpockets made their way toward the plant workers on their way to work for the shift change. Watching with interest, he identified the leader and the four other members of the group as they waded into the stream of people heading toward the mass transit station. Smiling to himself in anticipation, he felt confident the five youngsters would be regulars at the parish as soon as he was able to implement some of the changes he had planned.

Whether they wanted to be regulars or not.

Making his way past the intersection, he quickened his pace hoping to get out of the cold and into the warmth of his newly adopted eatery for his morning breakfast, Joe's. Entering the establishment from the main street, he paused to soak in the warm blast of air blowing directly down on customers as they entered the restaurant. He waited patiently for the harried hostess to return and seat him.

“Good morning, sir. Will it just be you?”

The hostess stopped in her tracks after greeting him, staring at him as if he were the oddest thing she’d ever seen.

"It's okay, young lady. I don't bite, and I took a shower this morning," he said politely in response to her stare.

“I’m sorry, uh, Father. I’ve only seen images of priests before. I’ve never actually seen one in person.”

"Well, now you have. I promise you; there's nothing special about me or any other priest you'll meet. We have to eat just like everyone else."

“Oh, yes, eat. Is a booth okay, sir? Do I call you Father or sir? Would you prefer Mister?”

“It’s okay,” he smiled, trying to relieve the young woman’s nervousness. “Father Nathan is fine. Treat me like you would any other customer.”

He followed her to a booth in the corner along the front windows of the establishment, allowing him to watch the people in his part of town as they hurried about their business in the morning cold. She waited for him to take a seat and laid a menu in front of him.

“Coffee?”

"That would be excellent. I'll take a look at the menu while someone brings me a cup of coffee."
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CHAPTER NINE
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SITTING AT MY EMPTY desk, I stared at the list of names registered on the St. Gabriel’s inbound passenger manifest. Eliminating all of the male passengers in steerage along with all of the children and other individuals below the age of 18, I'd been able to reduce the list of over 1,000 passengers to a mere 228. If I eliminated married women from the list, I had with 42 names. Something told me the young woman wasn't married. That same something told me her name wasn't on the short list either.  

A glance at my desk chronometer told me it was 0624. Time to go to the morning meeting to start the shift. No reason to get on the Chief and Markeson’s bad side on my first real day on the job.

Not wishing for anyone to see what I’d been working on, I downloaded all of the information I collected onto my pocket tablet and deleted all of the files. I’d scrub my computer later when I had a chance. I stopped by the precinct coffee pot, thought better of it, and headed to the meeting room for the briefing as the day shift started.

I took a seat in the back and watched as the uniforms, detectives, undercover and desk sergeants all filed in and sat down. Cops are some of the most habitual people in the galaxy, and I always learned a lot about a precinct by just observing my fellow law officers go about their daily routine.

The uniforms, for the most part, looked tired, like they knew no matter how hard they worked at policing their beats, it wasn’t going to make a difference. The undercovers had that crazed look they all get if they’ve been under too long. It’s a confusing job. The lines get too blurred for my liking. 

The detectives, now they were a diverse bunch. Some looked quite professional in their demeanor. They’d only made the grade a few years ago and hadn’t become cynical yet. Others had that hard look about them. They’d seen too much on the job and had taken to the bottle, were on the take or had learned when they could take the law into their own hands.

I wasn't on the take and never would be. The bottle? Sometimes it was my best friend. I'd learned the hard way it was a fickle friend that could turn on you in the blink of an eye. Now, taking justice into my own hands? That I was guilty of at times, a pattern of behavior, I couldn't seem to break. It had played a role in my winding up in one hell hole after another with orders to clean the sewer up. 

Then there were the brand new, fresh from passing their exam, newly minted Detective Sergeants. They had a lot in common with puppies, followed you everywhere and made messes someone else had to clean up. I spotted the newest of the new come stumbling in and laughed to myself. My new partner had just reported for duty that morning.

Markeson would not pass up the chance to make his new Inspector look bad by assigning a young pup like that one as my partner. My job would be hard enough without having to keep the pup out of trouble, making it even easier to send bad stuff my way.

I listened as Chief O'Brian made a few remarks and turned the morning briefing over to his Captain. Pretty routine as far as I could tell, not that I'd expected to find out what I'd truthfully been sent to clean up at a shift change meeting. Markeson went down the duty roster for the day, making assignments and setting deadlines for updates on current investigations.

“Hit the streets people. Let’s keep our citizens safe and get the bad guys locked up.” With that bit of cliché encouragement, Markeson sent everyone on their way for the day shift.

Markeson cast a dark glance in my direction and gruffly announced, “Sullivan, in my office in five. Josephson, you too.”

The puppy jumped nervously at the mention of his name. Yep. My first partner on Beta Prime.

I ignored the puppy dog who had cast a nervous glance in my direction and made my way to the men’s room. Sure enough, puppy dog followed me in. I turned and glared at him, stopping him in his tracks. He stared nervously at my chest and then looked up at my face, swallowing before he spoke.

"Inspector Sullivan, I'm Detective Sergeant Josephson. I think we're going to be assigned as partners."

“How long have you been a detective,” I grunted.

“Two weeks sir. I just passed my exams.”

“How long on the job?”

“Four years.” 

Figures. Wet behind the ears for sure.

“First thing, if we are partners, and you don’t know that we are yet, don’t follow me into the men’s room ever unless I give you some indication I want you to. Are we clear?”

The puppy dog swallowed again. He looked like I’d just kicked him, which of course was the point. I picked a urinal that didn’t smell too bad to relieve myself and watched Josephson out of the corner of my eye. He didn’t leave, just as I’d expected, but at least he didn’t come stand next to me and watch.

I finished up and washed my hands, shaking them dry.

“After you,” I told the puppy dog. He nodded and led the way out of the men’s room toward Captain Markeson’s office. He stopped outside the door and looked at me, uncertain what to do. I sighed and decided to let him get used to what it would be like working with me right off the bat.

I just barged through the closed door and took a seat without Markeson's permission to do either. Josephson followed like the puppy he is and shut the door behind him, apparently fearful of the reaction he'd receive from his Captain.

“Sullivan, what did I tell you about knocking?” Markeson growled.

“Yeah, it’s this thing you do when a door is closed, often locked, and you want whoever may be inside to open the door.”

“It’s also the thing you do before you come barging into a superior’s office. Do you understand Sullivan? Are we going to have a problem?”

"Look, you said you wanted to see Josephson and me. We're here, just like you asked."

Markeson gave me the evil eye, a faint sheen appearing on his pretty boy face. He ran his hand through his hair and thought about making an issue out of my testing his boundaries.

"Knock in the future," he ordered before looking down at the files on his desk. He acted like he was reading something and making a decision. I knew better. Before I had set foot on Beta Prime, the decision was made to saddle me with the rookie.

He looked up and smiled. It was the smile of a predator looking at wounded prey left behind by the herd. “Among your many duties you’ll have here Inspector, I’m going to have you mentor our newest Sergeant Detective. I see you’ve met Josephson.”

“So, this is my partner then?”

“For now.”

“Anything else?”

Markeson frowned. The meeting was not going quite as he'd planned.

“Yeah, Josephson, spend today taking the Inspector around town. Show him the ropes. Tomorrow, I’ll assign the two of you some casework. Now go.”

Markeson looked down at the computer screen on his desk, dismissing us. I stood up and opened the door for the puppy to follow me. He shut it politely behind him and hurried to catch up to me.

"I'm honored to be your partner, Inspector. I'm sure I'll learn a lot from you," the puppy announced eagerly.

"Stow it. You'll learn a lot, most of it not in the book. As to being glad we're partners? I leave that decision up to you when it hits the fan."

“Hits the fan? Sir? I don’t understand.”

“Get us a hover car from the pool. Meet me out front. School starts now.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TEN
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I DID MY BEST TO IGNORE Detective Josephson’s haphazard driving as we toured the city. I focused my attention on the map of the city displayed on my tablet.

“So Capital City is basically just a wheel with spokes?”

"Yes, sir. Getting from one part of the city to another is straightforward. The Space Port and Shuttle Port is the hub. The four main routes run in the four points of the compass. Secondary main routes bisect those, and concentric rings connect all the radial roads."

It was a well-thought design. But Josephson, bless his inexperienced heart didn't see both sides of the equation.

“Yeah, easy to get around Josephson, move goods, people, all that good stuff. It’s also easy for criminals to get away quick.”

“Oh. I never thought of it that way sir,” Josephson replied.

Static came from the squad car’s radio speakers.

“All units, body found. Officer down. Repeat. Officer down.”

“Dispatch, this is Detective Inspector Thomas Sullivan in Unit 148. What are the coordinates?”

I repeated the coordinates to Josephson as fast as the dispatcher could rattle them off, bracing myself as the young detective’s driving became more harrowing due to his increased speed.

“It’s close by,” Josephson announced. “Right inside our precinct line.”

I nodded in silence, taking note of the fact.

—-
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I PAUSED AT THE ENTRANCE of the alley to gather myself. It wasn't going to be pretty. I could see the blood splatter patterns on one side of the alley wall. The body covered with a crime scene tarp. The forensics unit had already arrived and was starting to process the scene. I had to take a deep breath and hold it. Had to calm myself down, remind myself it wasn’t her. It couldn’t be her. I had buried her.

Josephson went barreling past me with his usual youthful misguided enthusiasm. Nobody should be in a hurry to see a dead body. I’d have to drill that into him.

I watched him kneel and lift the tarp and stare. He gently lowered the tarp back down and stood up. It was no surprise to me when he suddenly turned and took several quick steps away from the body and vomited, spewing the partially digested contents of his breakfast and several cups of lousy coffee up, most of it landing on his pants legs and shoes.

“Just great,” I muttered aloud. “Now I have to smell that the rest of the day.”

Josephson stumbled toward me, shock in his eyes.

“Detective, I know her,” he mumbled. “She’s a beat cop in the 49th. Names Grace, Grace Joleson. I took her out for beers a couple of times. Oh, God. Sullivan, he butchered her.”

Josephson started to hyperventilate, just what I did not need at the moment. I grabbed him by the collar of his coat and pulled him close, real close.

"Don't see her. See the crime scene. Process the crime scene. You can cry later. You can puke when the shift is over. Be a cop right now! Do your job!"

He stared back into my eyes, the real one and the cybernetic one. He’d gotten my message.

“You want to catch the piece of crap that did this, button up the emotions. Deal with them later. I need you here, now. You know her, I don’t. You know this place, I don’t. No detail is too small. You understand? Don’t see her! See the crime scene. Process the crime scene!”

I let go of him and walked away. I felt bad for him, but I had an even worse feeling for this victim, and the next victim, whoever it would be. 

I lifted the tarp, and I knew. A predator had done this.

—-
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HE THOUGHT THE KILL would satisfy his need for the hunt for a time. It only intensified his desire to find the special one. The slender female he had spotted earlier. She would be a special one. One to be savored, treasured. He needed to take his time with her.

The cop had been interesting. For once the prey had put up a fight. Of course, he had not been able to enjoy her, take his time as he wanted. But the fight, the struggle had been interesting. She had scratched him, tearing deep into the exposed flesh on his left forearm.

At first, he'd been enraged and lost control for a brief moment, damaging the prey without thought or design. The female prey's cries of rage had forced him to end the hunt too quickly for his liking, leaving only time to leave his brand to claim her and add some finishing touches to his work. Remembering his flesh complete with DNA was under her fingernails, he'd taken her hand.

The hand fascinated him now. When he had time and could find the right person, he would have the hand stuffed and mounted, like a hunting trophy kept by hunters of mere, boring wild game. Until then, he planned to keep it in the sealed container he placed it in and then stored in the freezer in his private room at home.

Perhaps he should change his hunting style he thought. Marking his prey with his brand was a nice signature, a way to keep an official score. Taking a trophy for display though, that was a nice touch. Yes, he decided. It was time to modify his hunting routine. From now on, he would take a trophy, a symbol of the hunt, the sacrifice of the life of the prey animal and the pride of the hunter in making the kill.

—-
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“WHO CAUGHT THE CASE?”

“The new guy chief, Inspector Sullivan and that rookie D, Josephson.”

“That will be all sergeant,” O’Brian replied, nodding for the desk sergeant to shut the door behind her as she left.

Chief O’Brian mulled the news. The mayor of Capital City and the governor of Beta Prime would be breathing down his neck the instant they caught wind of the murder. Reaching down to the bottom right drawer of his desk, he opened it and withdrew the cliché drinking glass and bottle of cheap whiskey.

He poured two fingers of the cheap rotgut into the glass and sealed the bottle. He tossed back the alcohol and winced as it burned on its way down to his stomach. O’Brien quickly replaced the glass and bottle in their hiding place in the drawer and shut it. As the burning, warming sensation spread from his belly, O'Brian made a decision.

One he hoped would not come back to haunt him.

He picked up his comm piece, thumbed through his contact numbers and selected both Mayor Xue and Governor Rankin. 

“Might as well beat everyone to the punch and maybe get out ahead of this thing,” he muttered to nobody but himself.

O’Brian listened intently as both politicians picked up almost simultaneously.

“I have bad news. There’s been another killing. A beat cop this time from the 49th, attractive blonde officer."

O’Brian let the two politicians vent. He’d learned long ago it served no purpose to let facts get in the way with these two. Better to just let them get their rants out of their systems before pressing for a decision.

Exhausted from exploding, the two politicians finally fell silent. Mayor Xue resumed first, nervously asking a simple, but critical question.

“Who caught the case?”

“That new Inspector the two of you forced on me, Sullivan. He’s got a rookie D for his partner, a kid named Josephson.”

"Good, good. Either way, it will work out for us," Mayor Xue commented, almost pleased the murder had taken place.

“Yes,” Governor Rankin chimed in. “If he’s as good a detective as he’s cracked up to be, this Sullivan will catch this monster. If not, he was damaged goods before he arrived. We can carry on as we planned. We’ll pin this on him along with everything else we had planned to burn him with. Keep me informed. I want hourly updates.”

No sooner had Rankin disconnected, than Xue had to get in his two cents as well, “I better be kept in the loop as well. I don’t want any surprises on this one. If this monster is starting up again, I’ve got to stay in front, keep my constituents from getting unsettled. Oh, and O’Brian, I don’t care what Rankin says. If this doesn’t get resolved soon, it won’t be just Sullivan who goes down.”

Ears ringing from the rebuke, O’Brian sat his comm piece down.

“This job is not worth this,” he said softly, calculating in his mind again how many years he had left before he could retire.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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MOVING THROUGH THE crowd unnoticed, he picked his target. With a glance to his partner, he indicated the mark and the play. Nodding in recognition, his partner hurried along on the other side of the street, putting distance between the target and him. Once far enough ahead, the partner crossed over, hurrying in between hover cars.

The thief smiled briefly, watching his partner make her way toward the target, the unsuspecting mark. She stopped and looked about as if lost.

“Momma,” she cried out in panic.

Pausing at the sound of child's cries, the mark leaned over to talk to the girl to calm the frightened child. The thief relieved the mark of his wallet, watch and identity papers as he walked by, smiling at the ease of the pull.

The smile vanished as quickly as it appeared as an iron grip took hold of his tattered shirt collar and worn jacket, jerking him backward while lifting him up in the air. With ease, the mark turned Toby to face him. Few things frightened Toby, but the look in the man in the black coat with the strange collar sent a quick shiver down his spine.

Slowly, the man lowered Toby to the ground. He did not loosen his grip. Toby noticed Anna’s wrist was firmly in the man’s grasp as well.

“I believe you have some things that belong to me,” the man said calmly without menace.

“No, I don’t think so sir.”

“So, we’re going to add lying to the list of sins this morning are we?”

“Sins? Sir, I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Toby replied innocently enough, unsure what to think about the mark that obviously was not the fool he’d taken him to be.

“How many of you are working this part of town this morning?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean,” Toby lied.

The man sighed, growing tired quickly of the lies.

"Are you and this young lady, your partner in crime, hungry? If you return my watch, identity papers and my wallet, I'll treat you to a hot breakfast."

“Toby,” Anna pleaded, making a face.

“Oh, wait, sir, did you drop these?” Toby volunteered, producing the man’s property.

“No, you took them while your partner here tried to distract me. By the way, I felt you lift the watch and the wallet. The identity papers were smooth enough though. You aren’t as good as you think Toby.”

Anna stuck her tongue out at Toby. “See, you aren’t as good as you think you are.”

“Shut up Anna,” Toby snapped back.

“Well, come on. At least the two of you will get a hot meal out of this disaster.”

The man in black did not loosen his grip on either of the pickpockets, quickly marching them up to Joe's. Toby and Anna both gasped as the warm air struck them when the door opened. As soon as he entered, the man marched them to the far corner where he promptly deposited the two thieves, one on each side of the booth. Reaching behind him, he pulled a chair across from an adjacent table and sat at the end of the booth, effectively trapping the pair.

“You know our names,” Anna chimed. “What’s yours?”

“Father Nathan,” the man in black replied. 

A waitress appeared, greeting the man in black with a smile. Evidently, the smile was only for the man as a scowl quickly replaced it when she saw the two youths.

“Father Nathan, are you sure you want to eat with these two? They’re nothing more than common pickpockets.”

“Who better to share my breakfast with? Three American Earth Breakfasts, scrambled. One cup of coffee and two hot chocolates.”

“Okay Father,” the waitress replied, glaring at the two pickpockets. “It’s your credits.”

“Why is your name Father? Do you have lots of children,” Anna asked innocently.

"Well, that's an excellent question," the man replied. "I'm the new parish priest here. Not that many people care." Father Nathan looked closely at the pinched mouths and hollow cheeks of his two guests.

"Tell you what. Promise me you won't steal from me again, and I will buy the two of you breakfast here every Friday morning. Just wait outside for me AND, this is important, do NOT steal from any of Joe’s customers or we won’t be welcome here. While we share breakfast, I’ll tell about what I do and why I’m here.”

“You’re not some sicko perv are you?” Toby demanded.

“No. I’m not. I’m here to help people. Particularly people who have a hard time helping themselves,” the priest replied, staring harshly into Toby’s eyes.

“You going to turn us in to the law if we show up Friday morning,” Toby demanded.

“No. That would prevent me from helping you, though if you insist on stealing from me or Joe’s customers, I will certainly change my mind.”

"How do we know we can trust you," Toby asked as the hot food arrived. Father Nathan smiled at the waitress and remained silent as she served the food. He sighed again as Anna plowed directly into her food the instant it was set before her, grabbing a piece of toast and stuffing it into her mouth.

“Child, don’t do that, you’ll choke yourself,” Father Nathan warned. Toby and Anna watched as he closed his eyes and his lips moved, but no words came out.

“What are you doing,” Anna asked.

“Praying for all of us, especially your brother,” the priest replied. “Toby, I’m going to trust you. But I’m going to verify you are worthy of trust. When you and your sister meet me this Friday, I’m going to search the two of you before we come inside. You and Anna may think of a way to verify that you can trust me and we will discuss it Friday. Now eat up before your food gets cold.

—-
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I GLANCED AT JOSEPHSON. The young detective was a grayish white; the color drained from his face. He stood standing with both hands in the pockets of his greatcoat, his eyes giving the impression he was far away, somewhere other than in the morgue of Capital City.

“You don’t have to be here,” I said firmly.

“No, I want to,” my young partner mumbled without looking up.

I pushed him roughly, snapping Josephson’s attention back to the present.

“What did you do that for,” he snapped.

“To get your attention,” I growled back. “Look, you said you dated this girl a few times. You’ve seen enough. You don’t want to see any more. Leave. You can’t unsee what you’ll see if you stay.”

“I can handle it,” Josephson said bravely.

“No, you can’t. Want to know how I know that? Because I don’t even know this officer and she’ll haunt me in my nightmares just like all the other murder victims I’ve seen haunt me. Now get out of here. That’s an order. You can read my report and the coroner’s report later. I want you to start organizing a report on the evidence found at the crime scene. Write down everything you observed, no matter how trivial.”

Glaring hatefully at me, Josephson turned and walked away in silence, slamming the door to the morgue as he left.

“He’ll thank you later,” the coroner replied. “But not until he’s been on the job long enough. What’s your name? You’re new.”

“Sullivan, Thomas,” I replied.

“Dr. Smith, Bob Smith. But call me Bones. Everyone else does.”

“Bones? Really?”

"Yeah, I know," the white haired coroner replied. "It's cliché, but I like it well enough. Let me guess; your friends call you Sully?"

“What few friends I have.”

Bones pulled the white sheet covering Grace's body back and shook his head. "Let's get this over with. Now, what secrets do you have to tell us, young lady? What secrets do you have?”

—-
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I DON'T LIKE BEING kept in the dark about things I should know. The fact there was an active serial killer loose in Capital City, and I was an expert in catching these animals meant somebody was playing games. I smelled a rat.

Just because I knew it would irritate him, I burst in Chief O'Brian’s office without knocking. I found him and Captain Markeson sitting there, discussing who knows what. Seeing no point in beating around the bush, I made my point right away.

"When did either of you plan on telling me an active serial killer is working in Capital City?"

I watched the Chief swallow uncomfortably and glance in Markeson’s direction, indicating the shifty captain was to do the talking.

“We have no confirmation of such a thing, that’s why Sullivan,” the slick haired detective answered with his smooth, oily voice.

"Really. I find that hard to believe. The guy brands his victims with a unique star shaped brand, and you can't tell whether or not a serial killer is working?"

“How do you know that for a fact,” Markeson snapped back at me.

“Bones told me the cop killed today is the fourth one he’s autopsied that had that brand on her hip.”

“See, it’s like this,” Markeson said smugly. “The locals around here like to get branded, you know? Like getting implants or a tattoo.”

“The brands were all fresh,” I said as calmly as I could. I decided to ignore Markeson and directed my attention at the Chief.

“I have the distinct feeling the two of you are purposefully keeping me in the dark about a lot of things. A lot of things! Not just the fact there is a serial predator working in this city. Just to let you know, so we’re all on the same page, I resent that. I’m not going to get played again.”

Before either of them could speak, I turned and left, slamming the door for good measure behind me as I left.

I was sickened still by what I’d seen while Bones had worked on the young beat cop, looking for “secrets” as he called it. Whatever it takes to keep your sanity in our line of work.

I made my way to my desk and sat down. My thoughts were so clouded with the horrible vision of the young woman's body in the morgue I decided I needed a little down time, a distraction to clear my mind. I set the timer on my watch for thirty minutes and began reviewing CCTV video again, looking for my stowaway. Within ten minutes I'd been able to find enough footage from the spaceport to enter her primary image and metrics into a search request. I quickly stored the video on a flash drive and pocketed it.

I turned my attention back to the passenger manifest. It didn’t take long for me to conclude she wasn’t listed. Stowing away was hard to do on a spaceliner like the St. Gabriel. Maybe she was crew deadheading to the planet. I sent a request for the crew roster, knowing it would not arrive until sometime before the start of my shift in the morning.

—-
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BONES LOOKED AT THE images on his screen, moving several to create the exact order he wanted them to appear in for his final report. He saved them and closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose. It would be awhile before he could get this one out of his mind.

Death had been by exsanguination. Officer Grace Joleson had put up a fight. Her arms covered in defensive wounds. It was impossible to tell which laceration had been the one to cause her to bleed out. Both her right brachial artery and left femoral arteries had been severed, either, of which would have been enough to cause death.

Those wounds were not enough to bother Bones. It was the others, inflicted both pre- and post-mortem. Something had enraged the killer, causing him, Bones was certain it was a him, to lose control. Grace's body was covered with stab wounds, deep lacerations, as well as shallow incisions, premortem wounds designed to create pain, not death.

On the left hip was the tell tale brand, an imbalanced five-point star. The flesh surrounding the brand was still red, inflamed from the burn that had created the scar.

Of all the injuries, it had been the evisceration, the opening of the abdomen that troubled Bones more than anything else. This was a new development. Positive the officer was the fourth victim of this particular monster; she was the first to have her intestines splayed open and draped on her thighs. Fortunately, there were no signs of sexual abuse or activity.

Her face had few lacerations but had taken a horrible beating. The nose broken, teeth knocked out and the left cheekbone crushed. Both eyes would be swollen shut if she were still alive. The end of her tongue had been bitten off during the beating.

Another disturbing deviation had taken place, indicating the killer was developing, changing. For the first time, the monster had taken something, a trophy as forensic psychiatrists liked to call the practice. Joleson's right hand had been hacked off and taken from the crime scene.

Of all the autopsies Bones had performed, this was the worst, the most troubling he had ever done. He shook his head and sighed, pulling up a blank screen to begin typing his report. Working from his handwritten notes, Bones referenced each image, providing the precise data he had collected. Nearly two hours later, he hit save a final time. Pausing for a moment, Bones decided to violate protocol. With a few quick clicks, the entire report, images and all, was sent electronically to Inspector Sullivan. The hard copy would officially be delivered in the morning to Chief O’Brian and Markeson.

The delay did not trouble Bones. Markeson wouldn’t do anything till the morning duty shift came on anyhow.

—-
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MY PORTABLE COMM BUZZED. I pulled it from my pocket and glanced at it before putting it back. It was a large file from Bones, the medical examiner. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and was hungry. I had just dropped Josephson off at his apartment before returning our pool hover car. If I read the autopsy before I ate, I would lose my appetite.

Of course, if I ate first, I might lose my dinner, but it was a chance I was willing to take.

I caught the underground back to my neighborhood and walked the short distance to Joe’s. The two bouncers nodded as I entered and respectfully stepped aside without searching me. I noticed my cabbie of choice Ralph sitting at the bar eating a sandwich of some sort and talking to his waitress wife. I had finally learned her name, no thanks to Ralph.

Alice, that’s her name, smiled and grabbed a menu and began making her way toward my booth. I sat down and took the menu, not that I needed it. Alice smiled again and without a word left to get my beer.

I watched the priest I had seen in the neighborhood enter and talk briefly with the bouncers. He smiled and nodded pleasantly and then looked in my direction. The smile vanished as he purposefully made his way to my booth.

He stopped short of the booth and extended his hand. “Inspector Sullivan? I’m Father Nathan, do you have a minute?”

I sensed there was no avoiding this conversation. I took the man’s hand, surprised at how cold it was. The hand was rough, like that of a laborer in the mines.

"Take a seat, Father. What can I do for you?"

He sat down and covered his mouth with both hands, blowing on them to warm them before speaking.

"I understand we are both new to Capital City. You're the new Inspector for Beta Prime, and I'm the new Anglican vicar for Capital City.”

“So,” I replied, not impressed, “we’re both new to town.”

"And we both work with a lot of the same people. Your job is to lock them up; mine is to redeem those that can be redeemed. Both of us want to protect the innocent from evil."

I laughed. I had to.

“Those that can be redeemed? I’ve not had the pleasure of knowing a lot of priests in my day. But if you don’t mind my saying Father, those I have met don’t hold your view. They think everyone can be redeemed.”

“Bleeding heart liberals,” the priest replied. “Scripture says the road to hell is wide while the path to salvation is narrow. I’m paraphrasing of course. Not everyone wants to be redeemed.”

I couldn’t help but like the man.

“Have you eaten?”

“No,” the priest replied.

“Join me,” I offered.

"Thanks. I want to talk to you, and I appreciate the offer.”

Alice returned and took our orders, quickly departing to leave us alone.

“Inspector, I’m less interested in saving the hardened criminal than I am in preventing young criminals from becoming hardened. It’s been my experience the professional criminal has no desire to change. Many of those I have dealt with use faith as a tool to con their way into an early release or parole. There are legitimate conversions, I won't deny it, and I have a responsibility to work with them."

I nodded in silence, not wanting to interrupt the man.

“I am much more interested in helping the innocent, those whose lives are troubled, often through no fault of their own. Youths embarking on a life of crime who have not yet become hardened.”

Our food arrived to my surprise. Alice looked at me and smiled. “Father Nathan is a regular too. You both order the same thing. Joe had Cook get your meals ready before you came.”

Father Nathan didn't ask for permission; he simply prayed over our meal. I had to like the guy even though I wasn't overly religious. He didn't ask for permission. If it were a problem, he would beg for forgiveness.

“So, Father, I take it you are aware of the gang of juvenile pickpockets who work our neighborhood?”

“Those happen to be the little hoodlums I wanted to talk to you about Inspector.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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I ENTERED MY APARTMENT. It was cold. Not as cold as outside, but cold still. I took off my gloves and great coat and tossed them on the battered couch before turning up the heat in my apartment. The place left a lot to be desired still in terms of interior decoration, but the location was perfect for my needs.

Kicking my boots off, I sat down at my rickety desk. I probably should get a new one, but this old relic had followed me from planet to planet and served its purpose. I don’t know why I ever thought about replacing it. I always found a way to repair it enough to allow it to remain functional for my needs. I guess I liked it because it reminded me of me, battered but still functional. In fact, a lot of my few possessions fell into that same category, scarred but still capable of further use.

My computer was a newer model and heavily modified. I transferred the file from my comm piece and paused before I opened it. I wasn’t sure I was ready to see what was inside. Knowing there was no time like the present, I decided to get it over with.

The images in the file somehow were worse than seeing the wounds myself. I forced myself to read the entire file. Once was enough, it was all I could do to finish. I had worked some hard cases, seen and done some hard things, but what the animal had done to this poor young woman was obscene.

I took a long hot shower and tried not to think about the crime. I got out and dried myself off quickly as the still cold air chilled me quickly, bleeding off the warmth from the hot shower. I dressed for bed.

As I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, I felt tired again. Not tired from a long day or a good workout. It was the kind of tired that came from a never-ending series of horrors I had witnessed in life, some by my own hand. I was sure of one thing. I agreed with Bones; the killer was a man. Whoever he was, he was not going to stop.

Predators like this one never stop until someone stops them.

—-
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THE TROPHY LOOKED BEAUTIFUL. In fact, it looked like the real thing because it was the real thing. The taxidermist was a true artist. He could see the agony in the hand as he severed it from the prey’s still living body. Like him, the taxidermist appreciated collections of an unusual nature. That along with the handsome fee and the threat of adding him to the collection insured the taxidermist’s silence.

As he looked about his private room, the predator decided the mere collection of images was no longer enough; trophies were a necessary addition to the hunt. He stood before the mirror and brushed away an imaginary piece of lint from the shoulder of his suit. A quick adjustment to his necktie finished the grooming rituals.   On the way out he retrieved his walking cane as he pulled the door closed behind him and locked it. 

Unfortunately, he did not have time at the moment for another hunt. There was business to attend to, the little matter of increasing his wealth. He frowned at the thought of the extra work required for him to earn the income to support his lifestyle. It annoyed him considerably that his position in the planetary government did not provide him with the income he required.

It troubled him not at all that he engaged in less than legal activities to bolster his income, all at the expense of the citizens of Beta Prime. It was only fair he thought. Dominant predators lived at the top of the food chain, and he had yet to meet another predator of his caliber on Beta Prime. It was his right to take what he wanted.

What troubled the predator was the fact he had to go about his illegal activities in a clandestine matter. It angered him that if caught, the prey would judge him, the predator. He calmed himself, feeling the anger lessen as he reminded himself to treat the enterprise as a game, a means to practice his stealth and sharpen his mind for the hunt.

—-
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I WOKE UP IN A COLD sweat, images of the dead officer burned into my mind’s eye. I glanced at the chronometer in my cybernetic eye, two hours till I needed to get up to report back to duty. It was pointless to try to fall asleep again. Not wanting to look through the autopsy report and view those images again, I decided to go through the video I had collected looking for my mystery girl.

The police database had access to nearly all CCTV video in Capital City. Having located enough images of her in the spaceport, I created a digital profile and asked the computer to search for her in the database. Removing the flash drive from the pocket of my greatcoat, I inserted it into my computer and accessed the police database and set the parameters for a search.

The search yielded about five minutes of video. I watched it in real time and then played it back, viewing a few seconds at a time. It was on the fourth time through that I got lucky. As my mystery girl hurried down the street, looking over her shoulder as if someone was following, I caught a glimpse of her crossing a street at a four-way intersection. In the background, the camera caught a faint glimmer of a pinkish object.

I rewound the video and froze the screen as the brief glimmer appeared. I took a screen shot and had the computer enhance the background, sharpening the pink object and bringing it into focus.

I smiled at the result.

I was looking at the bottom left corner of Joe’s faux neon sign for his restaurant. My mystery girl seemed to have made her way to my part of Capital City, at least for a time.

"I'm going to find you, young lady. I'm not going to have a repeat of what happened last time."

—-
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DRESSED IN LAYERS OF the finest natural fibers, the predator enjoyed his walk in the freezing cold of Capital City. The evening’s business dealings had been successful, in fact, quite lucrative. The mere fact the miners would be getting placebos instead of the antibiotic they needed to fight the lung infections inherent to the mining occupation on Beta Prime bothered the predator, not at all. 

So what if disease thinned the herd of prey animals. It was nature's way. Disease, starvation, and predators kept a herd healthy. He smiled at the thought and chuckled to himself. He was simply helping the natural process along in more ways than one.

The antibiotic given to the miners was pricey and brought an excellent price on the rim planets of the Interplanetary Alliance. The infections were treated easily when the miners received medication as a preventative. Once an infection took hold in the lungs though, it did damage to the lung tissue that was hard to treat post-infection. Repeated infections lead to pneumonia and often death. Without the preventative medicine, scores of miners would become gravely ill.

No matter. Production quotas are being met. Shareholders of the mining companies are happy, and I'm a shareholder the predator thought. Workers can always be imported. The ores found on Beta Prime were too valuable to not go to the expense of importing more labor if necessary.

Ambling slowly toward an underground station, the predator noticed the corner newsstand light up its sign indicating the morning’s news upload was available for purchase. He stopped and paid for a copy and waited the few seconds required to upload it to his reading device. He smiled at the shivering news clerk and moved on toward the entrance to the tube station.

He descended the stairs to the underground station, noticing the ever-present smells of humanity. Despite the early hour, the people of Capital City were starting to move about, and that meant traveling by the underground. Sounds of shuffling shoes and grunted greetings reached his ears. The sour smell he had first encountered mixed now with the tantalizing aroma of hot coffee from those fortunate enough to have the revitalizing brew with them.

Opening his reader, the predator pulled up his new paper. The lead story on the cover gave him pause. He liked the attention his hunts garnered in the media, but this was a first. Killing the cop had generated more attention than normal. Glancing about, he decided to skip the incoming train and take a later one. He stood in line for a coffee and scone and then took a seat at one of the few tables by the coffee stand.

Ignoring the people around him, he gave the story a quick read through. Annoyed, he read it a second time, slowly and thoroughly. Precision was important to him, and the story was less than precise. In fact, there were factual errors. He stopped and thought for a moment.

The story was interesting in that the reporter claimed there was a serial killer at work. This announcement calmed him somewhat. At least the reporter was astute enough to make the connection finally. The errors could be the result of misinformation from the police or the fact the reporter simply did not have access to enough information.

The last thought calmed him considerably. He was always careful. The consummate predator, he left no evidence behind other than the marks to claim his kills. Glancing at the newsstand next to the coffee kiosk, he noticed the rival paper was available for download. He purchased another paper and downloaded it, returning to his seat at the table.

As he read the headline, a broad smile spread across his face. The media had seen fit to give him a name. It fit. He liked it. It would spread more fear throughout the prey animals of the city as he hunted, making each hunt sweeter, the kill more pleasurable.

He read the title aloud to himself, just to hear the words, “The Cowboy Killer Strikes Again! Another Victim Branded.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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I LOOKED UP FROM MY screen as Josephson sat down. The young detective looked terrible, like dog poop on the bottom of somebody's boot. It was evident he had not slept well, nor had he showered or shaved. His clothes looked slept in, and dark circles gave his eyes the appearance of being haunted.

“Go take a shower and brush your teeth. If you have a change of clothes in your locker, change into them. You have fifteen minutes before we leave,” I ordered.

Josephson didn’t challenge my order. He stood and stumbled drunkenly toward the male officer’s locker room. Sully watched with concern. First order of business is to stop and pour some seriously caffeinated coffee down that boy’s throat.

I returned my attention to the list of crime scenes and the map I had printed. Each crime scene marked a possible case that could be attributable to the Cowboy Killer. Somebody had leaked details of the brandings done to the victims to the press, along with the fact an active serial killer was working in Capital City. He and Markeson probably did it to make my job harder.

In addition to the four definite murders by the Cowboy Killer, there were others Bones, or I considered to be possible victims attributable to the predator. The crime scenes were all contaminated by now, but the first order of business was to look for anything that would help form a picture of the crimes. Josephson needed to learn the ropes of piecing together crime scenes, and I was certain nobody intended to help the young detective, regardless of whether or not he was my partner.

The bang of the locker room door slamming warned me of Josephson’s approach. Looking only slightly better with still wet hair and clean clothes on, he stopped and stood this time instead of sitting down.

“Don’t drink so much next time,” I warned him. “Get us a hover car and meet me in front of the precinct in ten minutes.”

Josephson still didn't speak. He just wandered off in the direction of the motor pool. I decided I was driving till he sobered up or I got enough caffeine in him to make him functional enough I could trust him at the controls of the hover car.

I closed all of my files, removed my flash drive with the files, changed my password again and set the software I had installed to ready mode. If someone tried to get on my computer, the software would take an image of the perp if they sought to access my files on the computer. If the perp did it from another machine, the software would track the connection to the offender's computer.

There was no doubt in my mind somebody would try to access my computer without my knowledge. It was just a matter of who and when.

—-
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THE COWBOY SAT IN HIS custom fitted chair as he took in the view of Capital City from his office window. He ran his fingers over the raised star on the end of his custom made cane. It had been a good morning so far.

The funds had arrived in the off-planet account, and he'd transferred the required distributions to his partner's accounts through the various channels to launder the funds.

He’d spent a little time to do some preliminary scouting of new hunting territory on his way to the office in the government sector. It had been time well spent. Several potential prey animals had presented themselves. Most exciting of all, he had caught a brief glimpse of the special one. The slender brown haired beauty who moved with feline grace through the streets.

It had been only a momentary glimpse, but the Cowboy was certain it was she. For the time being, he would continue to scout the area and take prey as he needed. It would give him time to learn the terrain and the special beauty's habits. It would allow him time to plan, to savor the hunt and to capture the beauty.

He planned to spend as much time as possible with her before the kill. Before he took his trophy from her.

The buzz of his comm device on his desk shattered his dreamy reverie, irritating him. He tapped the device, answering the call.

“What were you thinking,” the speaker on the line demanded.

"I was thinking, we should maximize our profits from this enterprise," the Cowboy responded, not bothering to hide the irritation he felt.

“You sold an entire shipment of the meds. The infection rate is going to rise dramatically now. There will be deaths as a result.”

“Please, let’s not act like any of us care about the lives of the miners involved,” the Cowboy replied.

“It’s not their lives I care about you fool! It’s not getting caught that I care about!”

"Nobody will notice. Next time I will sell the standard amount to our customer," the Cowboy replied calmly.

"You better," the caller threatened. "I've worked far too hard to set up this enterprise of ours for you to blow it for all of us by getting greedy. A steady stream of income that draws no attention to our various activities is far more profitable than one big play that nets us an excellent one-time profit. Do you understand me? Because if you don't, understand this, you are replaceable!"

Before the Cowboy could reply, the communication ended.

Stunned by the unequivocally open threat, he tensed physically to the point he began to shake. The muscles in his neck tightened as he felt his blood pressure rise and his heart rate accelerate. By chance he looked down at his hands, noticing he gripped the arms of his custom chair so hard his knuckles were white.

The Cowboy felt as if his head would explode from the rage building pressure inside his skull. A sudden sharp pain shot through his mouth as he chipped one of his molars from grinding his teeth. He spit out the piece of the tooth, noting the blood tinged saliva that came with it as the tooth fragment landed on his desk.

His nerves calmed slightly at the sight of his blood, and an idea came to him. Something had to be done about the threat, but he had to be careful. As the caller had been so kind to point out to him, it would be a shame for something to happen to their profitable enterprise.

He had gotten greedy on the last deal. Perhaps the caller could be forgiven for pointing the fact out. He was correct to point out their entire enterprise must be protected. What the caller did not realize was the old, smaller stream of revenue could become more profitable by reducing the number of shares by one.

It would take time, but the hunt would be exciting. Nobody threatened the Cowboy and lived.

In the mean time, a new trophy would lessen his feelings of anger and anxiety. It was time to sample the prey in his newly staked out hunting grounds. The Cowboy stood and adjusted his clothing, making certain he looked perfect. He retrieved the bit of tooth, wrapped it in a silk handkerchief and pocketed it.

Pressing the button on his comm device, he called his secretary,

"Connie, I've managed to go and chip a tooth. I'm off to the dentist to get something done about the pain and see if a quick repair is possible. Would you manage to cancel my appointments for today, please? I won't be back."

Connie was an efficient gatekeeper. She protected his calendar, time and person with a relentless ruthlessness he appreciated. He wondered for a moment if she would enjoy being a predator. The thought passed quickly through his mind as he gathered his cane and left through the back entrance to his office.

—-
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I PULLED OVER JUST in time. Josephson managed to get the door to our hover car open before he vomited. Now I had to find a pharmacy for him to buy some mouthwash. I wasn't going to drive around in the freezing cold with the windows down, so I didn't have to smell the stench.

“Hey,” I told him as I pulled over again. “Go buy some mouthwash. Hurry. We have a long day ahead of us. Get some air freshener too while you’re at it.”

I watched my young protégé stumble off on his mission and shook my head in disgust. I had done that walk more times than I cared to admit. When Josephson felt better, I planned to have a serious talk with him about the evils of too much drink combined with a horrible crime scene.

To kill time, I looked at our GPS and my map of the crime scenes. There was no pattern I could see to the locations. I knew there was one, but I couldn't see it. I shivered despite the hover car's heater. There was a real monster somewhere in the city, and he was evolving. 

The passenger door opened and Josephson fell into the car, slamming the door shut as he did so. He winced at the loud noise before fumbling with the top of his bottle of mouthwash.

“Give me that.” 

I pulled the bottle away from him to prevent another mess from being made. I got the top off and handed it back. He took a swig and swished it around before opening the door again and spitting the fluid out.

“Ready? We’re close to the first spot I want to check out.”

I tossed him the map tablet with the GPS and looked for a gap in the traffic to pull out. Josephson rubbed his brow and groaned as he looked around to orient himself again in order to give me driving directions.

I accelerated hard to merge and heard my partner groan again.

“Please Sully, take it easy.”

“Don’t get so drunk when we have to work. Both of us suffer when you do that.”

Josephson pointed for me to turn left. I grinned as I accelerated hard into the turn, banking our hover car as I did so. He groaned in misery again.

—-
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SHE LOOKED DOWN THE street, noting the people going about their business in the freezing cold of the late morning. Clouds blocked the sun, making the day colder than normal. She watched as the clouds danced across the sky and grew darker in color as they seemed to run away from Capital City. A storm front was moving in.

A man bumped into her and hurried on his way without speaking. She looked about the area again, reaching into her pocket as she did so. Despite being layered in nearly every item of clothing she owned, she was visibly shivering. A glance at the coins she pulled from her pocket was not enough to pay for a night at a hostel, but it was sufficient to buy a small meal and get warm before she hunted for a hiding place for the night. 

A break in the traffic allowed her to cross the busy street with a throng of other pedestrians. Looking all around, she hurried to the entrance of Joe’s and slipped in with a few others looking to escape the cold and enjoy the respite of a hot cup of coffee.

Usually alert to the smallest detail of her surroundings, she didn't notice the CCTV camera covering the entrance to Joe's.

—-
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IT HAD BEEN A LONG day. I'd ruled out three of the old crime scenes as possible Cowboy kill sites. The others were probable crime sites. Using my cybernetic eye as a camera, I had taken hundreds of photos to download when I got home. I needed to get a feel for the predator, to understand how he selected his hunting grounds. To do that, I needed to be able to examine and reexamine the scenes, thus the photographs.

I explained to Josephson the three sites I excluded were far too public. The only reason we didn't have the killer in prison was the CCTV cameras didn't function when the murders took place. Not vandalized or disabled, only malfunctioning and in need of repair. An evolving serial killer would want privacy. With more experience, the killer would know to disable the CCTV camera.

Josephson still looked worse for wear. He’d hardly said a word all day and didn’t eat much for lunch. I didn’t blame him.

Cold wind whipped against my face and blew the back of my greatcoat back, letting frigid air climb up my legs and chill my spine. Joe's was just ahead, so I quickened my pace. I hoped my new acquaintance Father Nathan would be eating. For a priest, he seemed a bit worldly, like he'd lived hard or done some hard things before he took up "his calling." I had hoped he'd have insight that would help me track the predator down.

Unbuttoning my coat and removing my cap, I entered Joe’s. The two huge bouncers nodded as I walked past and made my way toward my booth. Alice came heading my way with a menu and a steaming mug of coffee.

“Hey, how’s Ralph?”

“Haven’t heard from him today and I’m a little worried,” she answered, setting down my coffee and placing the menu next to it on the table.

“What for? He can take care of himself.”

“What if he picks up that Cowboy Killer? Nobody can handle that guy.” 

I sighed. The media was wrong to sensationalize this predator, but it was the right decision to warn the public.

“We’ll catch him.”

Alice frowned and walked off, leaving me to sip my coffee and consider if I wanted something other than my regular. With my back to the wall, I scanned the crowd as Joe’s began to fill up as the shift change started.

I saw Father Nathan enter and nodded to him, indicating I wanted to talk to him. While the priest weaved his way through the tables, I continued my sweep of the patrons.

Movement in the corner caught my eye, and I looked back. Without thinking, I changed focus in my cybernetic eye and began recording as I zoomed in on the source of the movement.

Looking me directly in the eye was my mystery woman. Without hesitation, I stood to make my way over to her. Just as quickly as I reacted, she did as well. Without drawing attention to herself, she quietly hurried to the doors and slipped away into the cold, graying evening. I burst through the doors only to collide with a family trying to escape the cold.

She was gone. 

I apologized profusely and made my way back to her table. She had left some coins on the table. I pulled coins of my own from my pocket to exchange them for hers, leaving a generous tip. From another pocket, I pulled an evidence bag and without touching the coins, slipped the bag under them before sealing the bag. Father Nathan watched me with curiosity; his head turned over his shoulder.

“What was all of that about?”

I shrugged, not wanting to explain myself.

“Probably nothing, but you know us cops, always on the lookout for the bad guys.”

Father Nathan gave me a strange look but said nothing, only nodding in response.

Alice returned, setting down another mug of hot coffee.

“You guys ready to order?”

The good Father smiled and looked at me. “I’m in the mood for some comfort food from old Earth. How about a pizza Sully, my treat.”

“Sounds good, especially the part about your paying.”

Alice took down the details of what we wanted. 

“Anything else before I get this order placed?”

“Yeah, that young woman sitting over there, have you seen her before,” I asked.

Alice thought for a moment then smiled.

“Why, you want her number or something?”

"No, it's not like that. I've been looking for the girl. That's truthfully all I can say."

The smile vanished.

"Look, the poor thing was cold and pretty near broke. I told the girl, pay what she could and I'd give her some coffee and leftovers from breakfast we hadn't tossed yet. She wolfed it down pretty quick. I told her she could stay till the night crowd began to come at shift change. That's all I know. I've seen her once before on the streets. Give her a break okay, Sully?" 

“I’m trying to help her, okay? Keep her out of trouble.”

I pulled my wallet out and pulled out an old-fashioned printed paper card and handed it to Alice.

“If you see her again, please give this to her. Tell her to call me and emphasize to her she is not in any trouble with the law. I am not going to arrest her. I just need to ask a couple of questions.”

Alice pocketed the card and looked at me for a moment. It seemed like she was deciding if I was on the level or not.

“Not every cop is bent. Not every person we look for winds up behind bars.”

"Okay. But just to talk, you promise Sully? I know what it's like to be down on your luck."

As Alice left to place our orders, I saw Ralph enter and make his way toward his stool at the end of the bar. He looked tired and cold, more so than normal.

“You’ve had a rough day.” Father Nathan’s statement brought my attention back to our table.

"You could say that Father. My rookie partner was hung over; a cold front is moving in as if it wasn't cold enough already and we spent the day checking out old crime scenes."

“The Cowboy thing?”

“Yeah. My specialty, unfortunately. I was sent here, supposedly to deal with corruption and clean up the force if possible.”

“You say that like you don’t believe it.”

I laughed. My new friend was observant and read people well.

"Let's just say I'm easy to set up as a scapegoat. I have a tendency to bend the rules at times so those who need justice but never get it can have the system work for them for a change."

Father Nathan just nodded like he understood and sipped his coffee.

“What’s up with the girl? You might have been able to explain it away to Alice easily enough, but not me." 

“Yeah, about that. I promise I’ll tell you, just not today.”

“No problem,” Father Nathan answered. He nodded in the direction of the kitchen, indicating Alice was returning with our food.

—-
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HE WATCHED THE PREY scurry about in the cold. He was certain this was the hunting ground he'd seen the special one prowling about. It had the promise of serving as a good hunting ground for her as well as other prey animals. He would have to be careful not to over hunt the terrain and attract unwanted media and police attention in the process.

As he walked down the street, enjoying the dropping temperatures, he watched as the prey animals scurried about, their heads down in a vain attempt to reduce the effects of the chilling blasts of icy wind striking their faces. Fog rolled in, just as the weather forecasts had forewarned, creating a delightfully frightening aura for the prey animals.

In the distance, he noticed a small group of girls, poorly dressed in worn clothing that couldn't possibly shield them from the dropping temperatures. Pickpockets of course. This part of Capital City would make for excellent turf for them. Just enough workers who made enough money to be worth stealing from and a few of the city's well to do slumming at the good restaurants to provide an excellent prize on occasion. The area wasn't down on its luck enough to have a significant, noticeable police presence.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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ANNA PULLED HARD ON Lucy’s hand, dragging the younger pickpocket behind her. Annoyed, Lucy struck Anna’s hand hard enough to loosen the older girl’s grip.

“We’re going,” Anna insisted.

“That mark had money. We should clean him out,” Lucy complained.

"No. The guy gives me the creeps. Let's go.

“Anna, c’mon. I’m hungry. The fog will make it easier. We’ve got enough to give to the boss for a day’s take. Let’s hit this mark and treat ourselves to a decent meal at Joe’s.”

Anna's stomach growled, reminding her of the fact she had not eaten all day and not much at all if you considered the piece of stale toast she'd had for breakfast. She frowned at Lucy, knowing the smaller girl was just as hungry as she was. Against her better judgment, Anna decided to go along with the younger Lucy's request.

“All right, but only because the fog will make things easier. If I say run, you run and meet me at today’s meeting place. Do you understand me?”

Lucy smiled as she nodded yes, pleased with herself for convincing the older Anna to do her bidding. Lucy's mouth watered as she imagined the smell and taste of a bowl of beef stew. She could feel herself chewing on the pieces of meat and the other vegetables in the stew. It had been over a year since she'd had stew of any kind, let alone beef stew at Joe's. Lucy licked her lips in anticipation. Not only would she get a good meal that tasted great, but she was also going to eat it inside a warm building.

The younger pickpocket listened carefully to Anna as the older girl gave instructions on how they would take the mark.

—-
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WATCHING HIS MINERS line up to take the ride to the surface, the foreman noticed the paler than normal skin tone of several of his crew. Living on Beta Prime with its horrific cold did not encourage lots of outdoor activity. Mining as an occupation further reduced exposure to the sun, increasing the health problems inherent with lack of direct exposure to sunlight.

All of the foremen were trained to inspect their crews for any health problems visually. Depression from lack of Vitamin D was an issue. You couldn't have a miner decide to take his own life at the bottom of a mine. An infectious disease could spread like wildfire in the conditions the miners toiled in below ground.

Even with their dirty faces, the two miners looked paler than normal. His crew moved into the large elevator, a simple cage it seemed like, that would take his men to the surface. Watching the pair, the foreman noticed their eyes looked watery, red even, but with the shadows playing across their faces as the elevator sped up the shaft he couldn’t be certain.

Better safe than sorry he thought. He was going to send them to the clinic before they went home. The elevator stopped with a jerk as it reached the surface. The doors slid quickly to the side, and the miners began pouring out, laughing and talking now that they'd reached the surface.

Each miner removed his tag and hung it on the board, a long used method of keeping track of the miners below ground in case of a disaster.

“Karl, Jamaal, wait up a minute,” the foreman called out as the pair hung their tags up.

“Yeah, Boss,” Jamaal answered before covering his mouth as he coughed, a hard, rattling cough.

“You two don’t look so hot. Let’s stop by the clinic and let the Doc give you guys a quick once over.”

“Oh, c’mon Boss, I’ve got a hot date waiting for me,” Jamaal complained.

Karl chimed in. "If I'm late getting home again the wife is never going to let me hear the end of it."

“Too bad. You guys don’t look well. I’m not having my crew get sick and not meet quota because the two of you wouldn’t let the Doc give you a once over. As for your hot date and wife, I’ll call them if you want me to.”

Jamaal and Karl glanced at each other and shrugged. It was no use arguing with their foreman, not when he mentioned the crew's quota. Nobody ever wanted to fall behind on the shift's assigned quota. To do so meant no incentive pay to supplement their regular wages. It was tough enough to make ends meet on just regular pay.
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“OKAY, BOSS,” JAMAAL replied. “But get Doc to do it fast, okay? I’ve been workin’ this dame hard to get her to give me a shot. I don’t want to screw this up by showin’ up late, okay?”

“You don’t want to show up and screw things up by getting her sick either,” the foreman replied.

Jamaal made a face and shrugged. Karl just sighed and turned in the direction of the clinic.

“Let’s get this over with so we can go.”

—-
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BLENDING IN WITH THE fog, the Cowboy watched the two young pickpockets nonchalantly make their way down the opposite side of the street. He smiled openly. They had made his decision for him. If the prey mistakenly decided to hunt the predator, then they would pay the price.

This hunt would be different, a new challenge. The prey itself was not the challenge. Small, weak females were easy prey, but two at the same time? That was new. Moving back into the view of the prey, the Cowboy strolled down the street considering his options.

Two prey animals. Two trophies. Perhaps he could take one prize now and keep the other alive, for later. Yes, that would be his goal. A quick reward now and the capture of the other prey animal. Then he could take his time and enjoy the kill.

It would be good practice for the Special One. It would be a shame to take her alive as he intended and then botch his time alone with her. Yes, he needed time alone with a prey animal. Time to practice, to experiment on how to enjoy the Special One best.

A spur of the moment hunt could be problematic, making it a challenge. He would need a challenge before he hunted the Special One. He would take the trophy from the smaller of the two prey animals. The larger, older prey animal would put up more of a fight, creating a more realistic practice session for the abduction of the Special One.

Nobody would miss these two street urchins. Their clothes told him that much. Perhaps the adult who ran the pickpocketing gang and took the rewards of their day's efforts, but what could that individual do? Run to the police and say one of my pickpocketing thieves is missing? The similarity in the prey's facial appearance and body language indicated they were sisters.

Reaching into his pockets to check if he had what he needed, the Cowboy noted everything was ready. He never left home or work unprepared to hunt.

—-
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I LEFT JOE’S AND STEPPED out into the eerie fog rolling in. It had thickened enough now that it was not possible to see across the street in the darkness as the sun set, lowering the temperature even more. 

I decided I liked Father Nathan. I'd never actually talked to a priest before. They always wanted to talk about religion and beat me over the head about what I was doing wrong in my life. I am all too aware I'm a "sinner" and have sinned plenty. I have no doubt the good father was itching to convince me to start attending services at his parish church. In this day and age, how many people are there who think believing in God is necessary? Recruiting had to be part of his job.

Still, something told me the man had led an interesting life and a hard one before he'd taken up wearing the collar. We had talked about the gang of pickpockets I'd spotted working our part of town. He'd struck up a deal to feed two of them every Friday morning provided they hadn't stolen anything yet. I'd laughed at him, thinking him naïve only to get an irritated frown for my foolishness.

"I'm not naïve. These two kids were cold and hungry. A free meal before shift change is enough of a lure to give me a chance to get to know them. I'm meeting them outside of Joe's. They get their meal before any marks are out and about, and I get a chance to reach out to them."

“My apologies Father. I wish you luck with your efforts. I’d rather you get them off the streets before I have to investigate their murder.”

Father Nathan looked away, watching the fog roll in. “Yeah, I’d rather that too. The life of crime usually ends in prison, the morgue or worse.”

I'd taken my leave and thanked him for dinner, promising the next time we ate together it would be on me. He'd smiled and said he hoped he'd have some young guests with him next time. We both laughed, and I shrugged. I could afford to feed a couple of street urchins. If nothing else, they might be sources of information in the future.

I entered the plastisteel structure that was the apartment building where I lived. The grumpy gray-headed manager was on duty but ignored me as I made my way up the stairs, avoiding the less than reliable elevator. It had been a long day, and I still had things I wanted to get done.

Before unlocking the door to my home, I checked the hallway. Everything seemed okay, but experience had taught me always to be vigilant. I opened the door and stooped to pick up the tiny filament I'd inserted in the door. Nobody had entered in my absence, at least not through the door. The trick was centuries old, but it worked. Most criminals never looked for anything like that when they entered a locked room or home.

I tossed my great coat on my couch and looked about. I needed to spend my next day off unpacking and getting things arranged. Sitting down on my bed, I pulled off my boots and sat them down by the end of the bed. I placed my .50 revolver on my desk and undressed.

After a scalding hot shower, I felt better. Enough so I could do some mental work. I fired up my laptop and attached the device I used to download files and images I'd made with my cybernetic eye. It took less than ten seconds and I got busy sorting the images into groups and writing down my notes.

Josephson either couldn’t function with a hangover, wasn't that bright of a detective or both. I sighed. I would do my best with the kid. After all, it had taken me a long time and the good misfortune of losing an eye while in the military. I had the advantage if you wanted to call it that, of studying crime pictures in my mind. 

After a couple of hours of scanning the images of the crime scenes and comparing them to the police reports, I'd come up with several important conclusions.

The Cowboy was an evolving serial killer. He would never stop until we caught him or he died. He preferred female victims but would kill males if necessary or the opportunity presented itself. With each kill, he became better. The crime scenes became more secluded, allowing him more time for the kill. Enough time that now he felt the need not just to brand his victims but to take a trophy.

My other conclusion was the police force I had been transferred to was either incompetent, which was possible, or simply was not interested in catching the Cowboy. Perhaps even both. Early in the cycle of kills, the Cowboy had been sloppy. There could have been witnesses or evidence left at the scene.

But forensics had not been called out until it was too late and the snow or freezing rain had contaminated the scene. The canvass for witnesses had likely haphazardly done. 

Now it was my job, my neck on the line to catch the Cowboy. I had to wonder if that had something to do with the leak to the media. It wouldn’t be the first time I had been set up to take a fall. It didn’t help that I was suspicious about my transfer to Capital City on Beta Prime in the first place.

I decided to go to bed and get an early start. Sighting the girl made me want to access the CCTV cameras around Joe’s to see if I could catch a glimpse of her on her escape route. One thing was for sure, she was smart and she knew how to disappear quickly.

My comm buzzed its annoying buzz. I picked it up and answered. If I were going to get that early start it would be without much sleep.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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I DECIDED IT WAS A good thing Josephson wasn’t here. After seeing the dead cop he’d dated a couple of times and the fact he wasn’t much of a drinker, he didn’t need to see this body. Not right now. It was another one of those things you can’t unsee once you’ve seen it. And I wished I’d never seen it.

To look at the victim, at first glance, she seemed like a teenager, a small one. Upon closer examination of the girl's clothes, I realized the clothes made her look older than her years. She couldn't have been older than ten or eleven.

The coroner agreed with my assessment, ten to twelve years of age, no older. Malnourished and possibly in the first stages of what she called “miner’s cough.” I had no clue what that was but filed it away for later. Her pockets contained a couple of wallets and a few other things that were obviously not hers.

I wondered if this little girl was the one Father Nathan had mentioned to me at diner. If nothing else, he might be able to help identify her.

“Inspector Sullivan.” 

The coroner’s voice shook me from my reverie, bringing me back to the crime scene.

"Look," she said, pointing at the bloody mess of brown hair. I leaned over and squinted, focusing my cybernetic eye and zooming in. There it was, the so-called brand. I could make out the irregularly shaped star burned into the bloody flesh of the girl's scalp.

“Is it him?” she asked, worry written across her face.

“You live around here?”

“Yes,” she replied, her voice shaking slightly.

"Yeah, it's him," I answered. "Do not say a word to anyone. Panic is not going to help us catch this monster. Do you understand me? Not a word."

She nodded and took a deep breath, gathering herself. Like the professional she seemed to be, she went back to work, examining the body.

I turned around and found the uniform responsible for the crime scene.

“I want this entire neighborhood canvassed and don’t give me any guff about the fog keeping people from witnessing anything. That little girl had to have screamed. People might not look, but they can’t help but hear. I want all the CCTV pulled for me by 0800.”

The uniform frowned but nodded, typing in my instructions on his tablet. 

“Have you called forensics?”

“Sir,” he protested. “It’s starting to snow. They won’t be able to find anything.”

“You idiot,” I muttered as I grabbed him by his collar. “Forensics might find something. The sooner they get here, the better chance they have. Did anybody teach you anything at the Academy?”

I let go of him and gave him a shove. He glared back at me with a hate-filled stare, not that I cared.

“What’s your name,” I looked at his insignia for his rank, “Sergeant?”

“Bland,” he snapped back.

“If you want to keep those stripes, do your job. And don’t for an instant think I won’t have those stripes yanked before your next duty shift,” I growled.

The change in expression in his eyes told me Bland understood I wasn’t making a threat. I was informing him of what would happen if he screwed up again in my presence.

Bland turned and walked away, calling for more officers to secure the scene and to rush a forensics unit.

I walked to the edge of the alley where the victim was found and did my best to visualize the area. I gave up and used the infrared of my cybernetic eye. There wasn’t much heat but the variations of cold, or absence of heat at least, gave me a general idea of exactly where I was in the neighborhood.

This little girl had to be one of the pickpockets.

I didn’t want to, but I had to.

I reached into the pocket of my greatcoat and pulled out my comm. I typed in the number Father Nathan had given me and waited. I won’t repeat what the good father said when he woke up.

“Father, me, Sully. Stop yelling at me. Yes, I know what time it is.”

I gave him a moment to collect himself mentally.

“I wouldn’t have called you unless it was necessary. Not at this hour.”

Silence filled the airwaves between the two comm devices.

“I need to come see a body, don’t I,” he asked.

“Yeah. I need you to tell me if you know the victim.”

—-
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“YOU DID THE RIGHT THING insisting they come into the clinic,” the nurse said bluntly.

“What’s wrong with them? They’re two of my best workers and my shift has had a run of bad luck this month. We’re short our quota but we can make it in the few days left. I need these guys down in the mine,” the foreman insisted.

"You'll need to find two other workers then because these two are going into quarantine."

The Foreman’s face paled instantly.

“They have the cough?”

“Early stages. Let’s hope these are the only two.”

“But what about the preventative the planetary mining commission gives us? Shouldn’t that have kept them from catching it? There hasn’t been a case reported since they started with the daily dosage.”

The nurse stared at the foreman.

“You’re right. There shouldn’t be any problems. If the medicine they’ve been providing is the real stuff.”

She watched as the color of the foreman’s face changed from pale white to a brooding red.

“What are you implying Doc?”

“I not implying anything. I’m telling you these two men shouldn’t be sick. The samples I took are not a mutation that’s adapted to the preventative. This is plain old-fashioned Miner’s Cough bacteria in its usual, virulent form. So you tell me. If the meds work, why do your men have it?" 

“Have you reported this to management Doc?”

“Yes, but don’t hold your breath,” she replied. “If I were you, I’d call the Alliance Health Service. You might have a better chance with them than management.”

“Yeah, right,” the foreman grunted. He looked up at the nurse and thought for a moment.

"Doc, if I can get a cop down here, will you show 'em the test results and explain this?"

He watched as she considered it.

“Get them here in twelve hours. After that, I have to file my reports and send the lab work and specimens to the Miner’s Commission. You know what will happen then.”

“Doc, if the meds are bad, there’ll be a huge outbreak. You remember the last one? Hundreds of us died before they did anything. It spread into the regular population, our families.”

"Then you better find a cop within the next twelve hours. I'll do my best with your miners. It's early in the infection cycle, so they have a good chance."

“Isn’t there anyway you can make the Commission do anything Doc?”

"If I try too hard, they'll transfer me. Then who will take care of the others when they get sick because we both know there will be others. I’m the only nurse practitioner left who has any experience and immunity to the Cough.”

She watched as the foreman considered the ramifications of the return of the disease.

“Why don’t they take care of us? We make them enough money. Beta Prime is doing better. Capital City is growing. Doc, you’d think they wouldn’t want this to happen again.”

“You find a cop. I’ll see if I can get some samples of the meds and do an analysis. Just don’t say anything to anyone, okay? If this is just misfortune, it’s bad enough. But if the meds are faulty, whoever is behind it will come down hard and try to cover up whatever needs covering up. We both know that from experience.”

The foreman nodded at the nurse thoughtfully and turned to go. She shut the door to the clinic behind her and locked it before sitting down at her desk. She held her hands out in front of her and watched as they shook uncontrollably. It would take a bit of time before she stopped shaking enough to be able to go and collect samples from the preventative meds given to the miners before each shift.

—-
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MY COMM BUZZED ITS annoying buzz. I checked it. Markeson. I ignored it.

“I’m sure it’s not Anna, the girl I told you about,” Father Nathan insisted. “But from what I can tell from what’s left of her face, she looks like Anna. She’s smaller too. Sully, they might be sisters.”

The cold air drafting down the alley made me shiver. If the victim had an older sister, this Anna, it was unlikely she would be working alone. Pickpockets usually worked in teams. If this was true...

“Father Nathan, can you find this boy, Toby? I need to know if the victim had a sister.”

He looked at me with growing concern.

“You think this animal has her sister, don’t you!”

I didn't say anything. I didn't need to. Father Nathan disappeared into the swirling grayish fog to search for the boy Toby.

—-
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COVERING HIS EYES, the man walked toward the building, pausing to brush the snow and ice from his coat before entering. Gathering his courage, he straightened himself to his full height and entered the police headquarters.

Slowly he made his way toward the desk where a large, graying female sergeant sat. Her facial expression giving the impression she felt she was holding court like a monarch instead of manning the desk in a police station.

She glared at the man as he approached. Upon stopping he watched as she curled the left corner of her upper lip up as she scanned him from his feet to his head and back again.

“What do you want?” the imperial desk sergeant snarled.

“I need to see a detective.”

"Sure you do," the empress replied sarcastically. "Tell me what it is you're here for and I'll tell you if it's worth wasting one of our detective's time or not."

“I’d rather not,” the man replied stiffly.

“Well, then you need to leave.”

“I don’t think so,” the man snapped back. 

“You do realize this is a police station,” the empress snarled, annoyed at the man’s failure to do as she ordered. “I can have you thrown out, arrested even.”

"No you can't," the man replied with authority, startling the sergeant. She examined him a second time, noticing his demeanor conveyed power. Authority she had not expected given the man's dirty work clothes.

“Now, are you going to see if there is a detective available or do I need to see your supervisor?”

Defeated, the empress decided she could at least inconvenience the man while she made her tactical retreat.

“Why don’t you take a seat,” she groused, pointing at the uncomfortable looking plastic benches located against the wall. “I’ll see if anyone is available.”

The foreman watched as the sergeant made her way back toward the work area occupied by the detectives. He grinned at the dirty glare she shot him as she turned the corner and disappeared from view. He gave her two minutes and then stood and followed.

A uniformed officer approached, reading from a tablet, oblivious to the foreman’s approach.

“Hey, can you point me in the direction of where the detectives work? I’m supposed to meet one here and there’s nobody at the front desk.”

The officer frowned and shook his head.

“Not surprised. Let me show you.”

The foreman followed the officer who led him to the area where the detective’s cubicles were located. 

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” the officer replied. “Happy to be able to help.”

A quick glance revealed the sergeant was nowhere to be seen. Nor were any detectives around either.

“She couldn’t have been telling the truth,” the foreman muttered.

“Who couldn’t have been telling the truth?”

Startled, the foreman spun around quickly, his fists clinched by his side.

"Easy, sir," Josephson said evenly. "Didn't mean to startle you. It's just civilians are not allowed back here with out an escort."

The foreman silently examined the young detective, not overly impressed by what he saw.

“Are you a detective?”

“Yes. Detective Sergeant Mark Josephson.”

“Oh.”

“I take it I’m not what you expected.”

“No. Not to be rude, but you’re a bit young.”

Josephson shrugged, not wanting to argue with the man.

“I’m the only detective here at the moment. My partner is at a crime scene. The rest are out following up leads, that sort of thing. Can I help you?”

Josephson moved to his desk, motioning at a chair positioned by the edge of the desk as he sat down.

The foreman shrugged, wondering again if he was taking too big of a chance. Images of the sick miners and their dying children flashed in his mind and he swallowed. He couldn't go through that again.

“Is your partner older, a bit more experienced,” the foreman asked.

Hiding his frustration, Josephson nodded in silence.

"I'm sure you're a good cop, I mean making detective at your age an all, but what I have to report frightens me. It frightens me a lot. It's not personal. I just would feel better if I could talk to someone closer to my age."

“I understand,” Josephson replied, not meaning it. “My partner will be here in a couple of hours. You can talk to him then if you would like to wait.”

The foreman thought for a moment before replying.

“No, I think I’ll leave my number with you. Would you have your partner call me when he gets back? It’s urgent. What I have to tell won’t mean anything after 0200 today.”

Josephson frowned at the man as he slid an old-fashioned notepad and pencil across his desk to the man.

“Are you certain you don’t want to talk to me?”

“Yes,” the foreman replied. “But tell your partner lives are at stake, including my own.”

“Very well, I’ll give him the message as soon as he gets here.”

“Thank you,” the foreman replied, handing back the pad with his comm number written down. “What is your partner’s name if you don’t mind?”

Josephson sighed before replying.

“Inspector Thomas Sullivan.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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I WAITED AS PATIENTLY as I could for the good Father to arrive. I’m not a patient man. Freezing cold and fog doesn’t help matters either. I watched as the forensics team did their job in the cold. My temper was flaring and the waiting wasn’t helping. I’d reamed out the first forensics tech that arrived about his attitude. 

He didn’t feel overly motivated to do a thorough job in the cold of the early morning for a street urchin. When I was done adjusting his motivational level the other techs had arrived. I was happy to see they were properly motivated to do a good job without my raising my blood pressure again.

I heard Bland talking behind me at the entrance to the alleyway. I turned to see Father Nathan talking with the Sergeant while holding a juvenile male by the scruff of his neck.

“Sergeant, it’s okay. Let the Father and kid through.”

Bland nodded and lifted the crime scene tape. Father Nathan walked through, dragging the recalcitrant youth behind him.

“Inspector Sullivan, this is Toby. He’s a pickpocket.”

“Hey now Father, don’t go casting dispersions where none are necessary. Especially when a cop’s around,” the boy protested.

I gave Toby a good once over. There was no doubt in my mind the good Father was telling me the truth. He had the look of a career criminal, albeit a young one. Probably had not had much of a choice if he wound up on the street at a young age.

“I need you to identify someone for me so we can move the body to the morgue. Think you’re up to it?”

Toby’s dirty face went pale. He swallowed hard and blinked, the hard look of a tough street kid returning in an instant.

“Yeah, I’m up to it,” he announced gruffly. “I’ve seen dead bodies before. It ain’t no big thing.”

I looked at Father Nathan. He nodded, silence promising me he would care for the boy.

“Follow me.”

I walked over to the gurney in the alley, obscured by the fog from visibility to anyone, not within ten feet. Lying on the gurney covered with a white cloth was the victim. I took the cloth in my left hand and looked back at Toby and the priest.

“You ready?”

"Yeah, hurry up. It's cold and the priest here promised me breakfast. I got a busy day ahead of me," Toby said defiantly, more to bolster his confidence than anything else I surmised.

I pulled the white cloth back and revealed the victim's face. For the second time in less than a minute, Toby's face turned pale white. He didn't say a word or make a sound as tears began to roll uncontrollably down his dirty cheeks. He looked up at me and then at Father Nathan.

“That’s Lucy. Anna’s little sister,” he sobbed.

“You know her?”

“She’s part of my gang. We work this part of town.”

“Where’s her sister, son,” Father Nathan asked gently.

“I don’t know. They didn’t come home last night. Our boss man was furious cuz they weren’t there to divvy up the day’s take. He beat all of us. You just don’t skip out on payday.”

I looked at the confessed thief and made a note to myself to find out just who this boss man was and pay him a visit in the middle of the night. By myself.

“Were you concerned when Anna and Lucy didn’t show up?”

“Sort of,” Toby admitted. “Mainly I was pissed cuz I figured they’d had a really good day and wanted to hold back their take. I mean, sometimes we get so hungry we all skim a little on a really good day. You know, so you can get something to eat extra or maybe pay for a night in a hostel to stay warm for once. But if you hold back your entire take, the rest of us get a beating. I was worried cuz I knew Anna would never do that. Lucy though, she didn’t look out for no one but herself. She hardly even looked out for Anna and they was blood, you know? Sisters.”

I pulled the cloth back, covering Lucy’s battered face. Toby didn’t need to see what else the Cowboy had done to her.

“Where’s Anna,” Toby asked.

“We don’t know. But we’re going to find her. I promise.”

“Sure you are. Cops never look out for street kids. We’re just garbage mixed in with all the dirty snow and ice on the street. That’s all we are to you cops. Garbage,” he shouted, wiping his tears, leaving streaks in the dirt on his face.

“Toby, go wait with the Sergeant over there for a minute.”

I watched the angry youth pull his jacket up and shift it, giving himself a renewed appearance of a tough, street-smart kid. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his coat a final time, gave me a hateful glare for good measure and sauntered over to wait by Bland.

“He knows more than he’s telling.”

“Inspector, Toby’s sweet on the older sister, Anna. I imagine he’s pretty confused at the moment. That’s not a pretty sight for anyone to see.”

“How do you know these kids?”

Father Nathan sighed. “I’ll spare you the details of my life, but let’s say part of my calling is getting kids like these off the streets. I make it my business to know the street urchins in every parish I serve in. I caught Toby and Anna picking pockets, mine actually. I promised them a warm breakfast every Friday morning at Joe’s so long as they had nobody else’s property in their pockets.”

“And how did that go?”

“Toby never showed up but Anna did last Friday. It takes time to build trust.”

“And warm food in a public place doesn’t hurt I suppose.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Look, he isn’t going to trust me and I get it. Think you can find him when I need to talk to him again?”

“I’ll make sure of it,” Father Nathan replied grimly.

"Good. Why don't you get the boy that breakfast he mentioned. Don’t ask him anything, but listen carefully to everything he says, who he watches, anything. Tell me later. It might be important. Can you do that?”

The priest nodded and left without saying a word. I watched him fade into the fog with Toby following him.

My comm buzzed. Markeson again I assumed. I decided to answer this time and give him a little attitude to make myself feel better. The number was Josephson’s.

—-
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SHE CAREFULLY OBSERVED from the rooftop, making certain she was out of the line of view of the CCTV cameras. The tall man with the ugly facial scar was clearly in charge. The other cops were a little leery of him and kept a watch on him out of the corner of their eyes.

It saddened her to know under the white cloth was a little girl. A skilled thief, the dead girl had tried to steal a bottle of clean water from her only to be caught. Skilled she might have been, but not good enough.

The screams she’d heard had to have been when the little girl met her end. The sobbing though, that had to come from someone else. 

Someone still alive.

Sarah brushed a long lock of brown hair from her face. She wanted to tell the tall cop but he terrified her. Terrified he would send her away. Back to him and that was something she couldn’t risk.

He’d spotted her on the St. Gabriel and she knew it. When he'd approached her at Joe's Sarah was positive he knew it was her and he was going to arrest her. Sarah stood up and looked around quickly to make sure nobody was looking up.

She decided to think about it. Maybe there was a way to tell the tall cop what little she knew without having to meet him. She'd seen the dead girl with an older girl who looked similar like an older sister would. Sarah was confident the sister was who she'd heard sobbing.

In complete silence Sarah made her way to the back of the building and slipped over the retaining wall, lowering her slender form down the service ladder one rung at a time. Reaching the bottom, she dropped carefully to the asphalt below and slipped away into the melting fog.

—-
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WE’D MANAGED TO CLEAR the crime scene by the time shift change started. People were filling the streets as the fog began to burn off with the rising of Beta Prime’s sun. Perhaps we’d have a warm spell today.

But then again, probably not.

I waited, stewing in anger for Josephson to arrive in a hover unit. It was bad enough catching this murder in the middle of the night. Now my puppy of a Sergeant was rambling on about some strange man who insisted he would only talk to me and that we only had a few hours left to contact him.

With the processing of the crime scene complete and Lucy's body transported to the morgue for an autopsy, there was nothing more I could do for the dead girl at the moment. I'd taken all the images I wanted with my cybernetic eye. Bland was now properly motivated to do a thorough canvass of the area. 

Until the initial grunt work got done, I figured I had enough time to have a big, hot breakfast and then I'd sort Josephson out about this stranger who insisted he talk to me and nobody else. I figured breakfast would probably be the only meal I would eat today.

I was right.

—-
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THE TOTAL DARKNESS frightened Anna. The complete lack of sound made her dark prison even more terrifying. Try as she might, Anna could not block out the images of her little sister bleeding profusely in the dark, fog-laden alley, her life's blood spurting out in pulses.

Sitting on the floor with her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms around her legs, Anna rocked back and forth. Her cheeks, covered with dirty tear tracks, were dry. Anna had no more tears to cry, for her sister or herself.

In her solitude, Anna grew angry with Lucy and her greed. She felt guilty as well. As Lucy’s older sister Anna should not have relented to the pressure from the younger sister. She sighed in frustration. How could they have known how dangerous the mark was?

It was cold in the dark room. The cold didn’t bother Anna. The silence did. It seemed to wrap itself around her, slowly tightening its grip on her chest, squeezing the air out of her lungs. With each breath Anna drew, the silence pressed even harder. So hard did it press, she began to labor to breathe as her anxiety and fear increased. 

Anna had no illusions that she was going to survive her encounter with the monster who had killed Lucy and spirited her away to its lair. Nobody would miss two young girls from the street. Nobody who could do anything about their deaths. Anna thought of Toby and wished she’d not listened to Lucy. Toby was sweet on her and she liked the cocky leader of their band of child pickpockets. Toby would have taken care of her when they grew into adulthood. He was smart enough to go straight, just maybe, and take care of her like a regular person.

Footsteps in the distance broke the dreadful silence, each step measuring the steady approach of the monster. Anna knew it was the monster. It was returning to the lair to have its way with her. 

—-
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COUGHING SOUNDS FILLED the quarantine unit. One of the miners was straining with effort as he coughed, sitting up partially in his bed, his face contorted in pain. A glance at the monitor on the screen outside the quarantine unit told the nurse he'd taken a turn for the worse. His fever was higher by a degree; his pulse was thready and white blood cell count was skyrocketing. The bacteria were overwhelming the antibiotic she’d administered.

The second miner watched in alarm as his friend struggled to breathe while the nurse hurriedly slipped into a quarantine suit and entered the unit. 

“Do something please,” the second miner pleaded.

A quick check of his eyes told the nurse the story of what was happening. The disease was progressing throughout the miner’s body, impacting more and more organs. The miner’s eyes were changing color. The white of his eyes was turning a bright orange as the infection progressed.

If the meds didn’t do their work and soon, he would move into the final, and fatal stage of the cough.

A sudden spasm wracked the patient’s body, causing him to cough hard enough to lift his torso off the bed. Flecks of blood splattered on his chest and the blankets as the nurse injected painkillers and additional meds to fight the inevitable.

The spasm passed and the miner collapsed back on the bed, gasping for air as his face grew pale. His eyes closed and he slipped into unconsciousness. 

“He’s going to die isn’t he,” the second miner asked sadly.

“I don’t know. I really don’t,” the nurse lied.

She drew blood samples and slipped them into the pocket of her quarantine suit. She checked the vitals of the dying miner one more time and moved to the side of the second miner, giving his vitals a quick check.

“Don’t worry about your friend. You need to rest and let your body fight the infection. Even with the antibiotic and other meds, your body has a role to play in this. Your immune system needs you to rest so it can focus on fighting this thing, okay?”

The frightened miner nodded and closed his eyes. Relieved he was cooperating, the nurse reached into another pocket and withdrew a syringe filled with sedative. Taking the port in the IV line, she administered it quickly, allowing the stricken miner to drift off into a drug induced slumber.

She left the quarantine room and hurriedly disrobed before stepping into the disinfecting chamber. Samples in hand, the nurse hurried to compare the blood she’d drawn with her earlier results. 

—-
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“WHERE’S SULLIVAN?”

The detectives working at their desk flinched at the sound of Markeson bellowing from the door of his office?

"He's not here Captain," one of the detectives shouted back, hoping to appease the angry boss. The sound of Markeson's door slamming generated sighs of relief from the various detectives.

“Glad I’m not the new Inspector,” the detective who had answered muttered as he returned to his task.

In his office, Markeson paced back and forth. He sat down and clicked the mouse to his computer. He watched in alarm again as the video clearly depicted a shift foreman from the Schlesinger Number Two mine walking into the detective's bullpen. He watched as the beat cop left the man talking with Josephson. Despite the lack of sound, it was obvious the mine foreman was leaving a message. That message had to be for Sullivan.

Markeson opened the bottom drawer of his desk and reached inside and felt for the comm attached to the bottom of the top drawer in the far back. He pulled out the device, an encrypted comm and typed in a number. Markeson held the comm up to his ear and listened, waiting for an answer to his call. A clicking sound followed by a few seconds of static before the signal cleared told Markeson the link had gone through.

“Why have you called me? I’ve told you not to call me during the day.”

“I called because that idiot may have messed things up.”

A pause told Markeson he was not going to be in trouble for calling.

“How so?” the voice replied.

“A foreman from Mine Number two showed up. He left a message for Sullivan.”

“Sullivan?” the voice snapped.

“Yeah. Mine Number Two is the one that missed a month’s supply of preventative.”

Silence filled the link as the voice thought.

“Keep tabs on this Sullivan. I want to know if he sticks his nose anywhere he shouldn’t. I’ll look into what’s going on at the mine.”

“What if Sullivan sticks his nose somewhere it shouldn’t be?”

Silence filled the link again.

“Make it look like an accident. Can you do that?”

Markeson felt a thrill at the words. He’d hated Sullivan the minute he’d first laid eyes on the troublesome inspector.

“Yeah. I can do that. But it’s going to mean a bonus in my next payday.”

"If it comes to that, I'll see to it you get an appropriate reward," the voice replied. The link closed, ending the conversation.

Markeson leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment. It would be better for all concerned if he could steer Sullivan away from anything doing with the mine. If not, well, then Sullivan would get what he had coming to him.

—-
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"SO LET ME GET THIS straight. Nobody was in the bullpen and this guy just wanders in. Says he needs to talk to a detective, doesn't like the way you look and gives you his number and says he will only speak to me?"

“That’s pretty much it inspector,” Josephson replied.

“Sounds fishy.”

“No, I guess he has a point,” the puppy replied, sounding sad with his tail between his legs. “I’m pretty green and I’m starting to realize just how much.”

I put my fork down and pulled down my HUD in my cybernetic eye. The chronometer read 0911. Plenty of time.

“Well let’s get this over with. It’ll be at least 1100 hours before we get anything from the lab on the dead girl and the canvass. Let me see the number.”

Josephson passed the small scrap of paper over as I pulled out my comm. I typed in the comm number and waited.

“Who is this?”

“Thomas Sullivan.”

“Yeah. I guess that young guy told you I need to talk to a cop.”

“He conveyed the message.”

“Look, I need to see you soon, before 0200.”

“Sir, I don’t know you. And to be honest, I have other things to do.”

"I get it; truly, I do Sullivan. But lots of people are going to die if we don't meet up."

I laughed. The guy sounded like a nut job, a real nutter.

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because two of my crew are in the quarantine unit at the infirmary of the Schlesinger Corporation Mine Number Two.”

He had my attention now.

“Okay, you have my attention. Now tell me why I should be worried.”

“Because somebody is doing something with our preventative meds.”

“Where do you want to meet?”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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FATHER NATHAN WATCHED as Toby picked at the hot breakfast that had gone cold. He glanced out the window and watched the passers-by hurry along in the cold. The sun had made its appearance and burned off the fog. The horrible morning had changed into a beautiful day.

“It’s not right,” Toby grumbled.

“No, it’s not,” Father Nathan replied.

“Lucy was just a kid.”

“You’re just a kid.”

Toby’s eyes snapped upwards while his face remained pointed down in the direction of his plate. His expression was grim, filled with a rage fighting to break loose.

“I’m the man in our group. The oldest. I should have been there to protect them. Lucy would be alive and Anna wouldn’t be missing.”

Father Nathan remained silent. Nothing he could say or do would stop Toby from blaming himself for the death of Lucy and the disappearance of Anna.

“Who else is in your group?”

Toby sat up and looked directly at the priest.

“Why should I tell you? You’re friends with the cop, the one with the cut up face.”

“Yes, I am. But that’s not why I’m asking. You and your friends need a safe place to sleep at night. At least until the monster who hurt Lucy is caught. My parish has a dormitory that's not currently in use. You could bring your friends there at night. It's nothing special but it would be warm enough." 

“I don’t trust you,” Toby snapped defensively.

“I understand. But why should I trust you? I’ll be letting a band of thieves onto Church property. You could steal from the parish.”

Toby considered Father Nathan’s words for a moment.

“I don’t know. You don’t trust me and I don’t trust you. How do I know you won’t turn us in to the cops or do something worse than our boss?”

Father Nathan sighed aloud. “I’m a priest. I know people often don’t trust religious people these days and I understand why. But know this Toby, my vows require me to serve those in need. It is what God expects of me. You and your friends are in need and I have the ability to help you, at least for a short time.”

The pair stared at each other. A standoff of sorts had been reached. 

“Look, how can I reach you?”

“What for,” Toby asked.

“In case Inspector Sullivan has questions that could help him catch the monster who killed Lucy.”

Toby thought for a moment before replying. “I know where your Church is. Put a square of red plastisteel on the front door and I’ll find you.”

“Okay,” Father Nathan replied as he stood up to leave. Toby watched as the priest went to the register and paid the bill for their meals. The older man waved goodbye and left. Pausing on the sidewalk outside the window of their booth, the priest turned up the collar of his black greatcoat, shoved his hands in his pockets before looking both ways and crossed the street. Turning toward the north, he slowly made his way toward the Church, his shoulders hunched and his head down.

Confused and hurting inside, Toby considered the man’s offer. The boss man would not be back until payday at the end of the week. Surely the dorm the priest had offered would be warmer than the empty warehouses and abandoned buildings Toby and his crew slept in.

Tears ran down his face unnoticed. It would be safer for the little ones. He’d make sure the priest couldn’t get in the dormitory and hurt them. It wouldn’t hurt to try it for one night. He would arrange a watch schedule so one of them would always be awake.

Toby looked around Joe's. Everyone was busy with the still full restaurant. Resisting the urge to lift a wallet or a watch or two, Toby slipped out unnoticed onto the streets.

—-
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I RUBBED THE BRIDGE of my nose with my right hand before running my index finger down the scar on my face.

"I'm driving next. Give me the key," I demanded. Josephson looked hurt but complied and handed over the small, black square that controlled the start-up system for the hover car. I pocketed it and got out of the unit and looked around. Josephson had parked us near the administrative buildings at Schlesinger Corporation Mine Number Two.

I walked slowly toward the entrance, taking in as much as I could. Several men who by their dress and dirty appearance seemed to miners who’d finished their shift and were hanging about watched me as I approached. One of the miners pulled his hands out of his pockets and took a couple of steps toward me, a grim expression on his face.

“You a cop?”

I stopped and stared at the man, giving him a hard look. He swallowed but held his ground.

“What if I am?” I growled.

“Just askin’. We don’t see cops around here.”

“Where’s the infirmary?”

“You here to check on Jamaal and Karl?”

“No. I’m here to meet someone in the infirmary. Now, would you mind pointing me in that direction?”

I took a step toward the miner and leaned into his personal space in a deliberate effort to make him feel uncomfortable. This time he took a step back and glanced over his shoulder at his friends.

“I’ll take you, but you’re going to have to get a pass at the entrance. They don’t give those out to strangers.”

“They’ll let me in. Just show me the way.”

He nodded and turned toward the main entrance where armed guards waited. I glanced over my shoulder and motioned for Josephson to follow. The miner hurried toward the gate, not looking back. I walked slowly, glaring first at his friends who were still huddled together against the shelter of the wall of one of the buildings on the perimeter. When I passed them I changed my focus to the waiting guards.

I could hear the miner trying to explain things to the guards who showed no indication of listening to the man. I ignored the first guard and walked past only to be held up by the business end of a phase rifle.

“Nobody enters without clearance,” the guard said firmly.

I didn’t say a word. I reached into my greatcoat and pulled out my ID and held it up where he could easily read it.

“Inspector Thomas Sullivan.”

“So. You ain’t a mine inspector and you ain't from the planet's mine administration, so you ain't goin' in. Now, I don't want any trouble with you Inspector. So just leave. If you have business inside the plant, come back with an inspector or someone from the mine administration." 

I looked back at Josephson who was turning to leave. The miner merely shrugged helplessly. I wasn't leaving without paying a visit to the infirmary.

With my left hand, I grabbed the barrel of the phase rifle and crushed it with my bionic fingers. With my right, I threw a haymaker at the startled guard's chin. It connected right on the button. His knees buckled as his eyes rolled up into his head. I caught him before he collapsed and carried him to his guard shed and sat him gently down on his chair.

When I turned around the other guard had his phase rifle leveled at my face with the safety off.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“He shouldn’t have prevented me from entering the plant. Also, never point a weapon at someone unless you’re willing to pull the trigger. He wasn’t ready or willing to shoot me.”

“I’m willing,” the second guard replied nervously.

“You might just be,” Josephson said shakily. “But you don’t know if I’m willing to pull the trigger or not.”

I was proud of the pup! He’d pulled out his standard issue Mark 3 phase pistol, a complete piece of junk, thumbed the safety off and was aiming it at the head of the guard.

“Let me explain this to you,” I told the guard. “We have police business in the infirmary. If you pull that trigger, my partner is going to shoot. I may or may not be dead, but you sir, you won’t have a head to bury with your body.”

The guard turned his head slightly to take stock of Josephson. It was all I needed. I lunged for the phase rifle, striking up with my right hand as the guard fired. The phase pulse went over my head, leaving a searing wave of heat behind as it harmlessly passed into the sky, heading toward the outreaches of Beta Prime’s atmosphere. Its energy would dissipate after traveling several hundred meters.

Before Josephson could pull his trigger, I grabbed the guard by his collar and yanked him forward, tripping him with my left leg in the process. He landed hard on his face and I sat on his lower back, letting him feel my full mass. I yanked his arms hard behind his back, pulling them up as far as possible before doing ligament damage. Reaching under my coat, I retrieved a pair of cuffs and slapped them on, adjusting the pulse, so the blue beam was as tight around his wrists as possible.

“Slap a pair on his ankles and load him in the squad car. Cuff his partner too. We’re hauling them in.”

Josephson nodded, relieved the situation appeared to be defused. I yanked the guard up and held him in the air, his eyes level with mine while his feet dangled helplessly nearly two decimeters off the ground.

“If I show up again, know this. I have the legal right to enter these premises. By telling me to return with a mine inspector, you only confirmed you have something to hide here. Next time, tell me to go and get a warrant, which I will have to do. That will give you time to remove or hide whatever it is you don’t want me to see. Instead, you gave me probable cause to enter the facility without a warrant.”

I gave the hapless guard a nasty smile and tossed him aside. He grunted as he landed hard on the rough frozen ground. “You can’t do this,” he protested.

I gave him another hard look. "Sergeant read him his rights. He's under arrest for attempted murder, assault on a law officer, interfering with an active investigation and lying to a law officer. When his buddy wakes up, repeat the process."

I left Josephson to it and glanced at the now frightened miner.

“After you.”

—-
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HE CLICKED THE MOUSE, closing the video feed from the drone watching the mine’s entrance. Without hesitation, he picked up his private comm and clicked on two numbers and hit send. In seconds the comm link was formed to the two individuals he’d contacted.

"Let me make this perfectly clear to both of you. This has become a mess that could bite all of us in the behind. That cop who was supposed to be incompetent just took out the two guards at the Number Two mine and entered the complex."

Silence filled the link between the trio.

“I want this problem eliminated. Completely. I don’t care which of you does it, but I want this handled before it gets out of hand.”

He ended the link and stood up. Deveraux ran his hand through his hair and walked over to the window of his office and looked out over Capital City. He’d invested too much into this planet for things to go belly up now.

Pulling the comm out of his pocket again, he searched for another number and sent a link. Like before, the link was answered quickly.

“Governor, we have to meet.”

—-
[image: image]


MARKESON FUMED. TYPICAL he thought. These idiots create a mess and expect me to clean it up. Order me to do all the dirty work. Well, not this time. Markeson considered the situation carefully, thinking about what he suspected.

“Maybe he’ll do the job if I take my time and don’t do anything rash. He’s responsible for this mess anyhow.”

Reaching for his bottom drawer, Markeson opened it and pulled out his bottle. Not bothering to grab the glass sitting next to it, he opened the bottle, wiped its mouth and took a long swig. The harsh alcohol burned all the way to his stomach. Markeson considered taking another belt and thought better of it. Sealing the bottle up, he replaced it in the drawer and closed it.

As the alcohol began to warm him, he considered how he could play the unfortunate hand dealt him. There had to be a way to turn this to his advantage.

—-
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NOBODY TALKED TO HIM like that! Nobody! Who did Devereaux think he was? His hands began to shake as the rage began to build inside, fueled by the unwarranted criticism. He'd made them all a lot of money. It was his professional career that had been at risk, not anyone else's. None of them appreciated that little fact.

Now, this arrogant piece of human debris had ordered him, HIM, to clean up the mess. The mess that he created? Hardly. It was the timidity of the others that had created the mess. Miners were a credit a dozen and not worth the expenditures of taxpayer revenue required to purchase the preventative. A medicine worth millions on the black markets of the rim worlds. A wonder drug that prevented the so-called miner’s cough on Beta Prime and had the unforeseen perk of killing several nasty infections found only on the rim worlds.

He needed to calm himself. Detailed planning required clear, orderly thought. His rage was building and would not allow him to think as clearly as he needed. Yes, he decided. It was time to end this game, time for him to take his rightful place. He'd need a long, calm evening to think about what needed to be done.

It was a shame, but necessary. He'd planned to take his time. But, things happened that were at times out of his control. That would end. He would see to it. When finished, he would never be in the unfortunate position of not being in control of the situation again.

Once he’d made the decision, he began to feel a calming chill run through him, lessening his rage and clearing his mind. He made his way down the hall from his home office, taking his time as he walked toward the elevator that would take him down to the newly finished room beneath his house.

The Cowboy smiled as he thought about the lovely young prey that waited for him. She was a feisty one that one. He'd have to rush now, but it would calm him. Allow him to plan what he needed to do.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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I FOLLOWED THE MINER to the infirmary. He opened the door and motioned for me to enter. I stepped in and without a word, the man disappeared. I can't say that I blamed him. Events had not turned out the way he'd thought they would.

Slowly I walked down the hall, seeing everything as if it were a crime scene. Given the attitude of the guards, it probably was. A noise came from what appeared to be an office. I peeked in through the door and saw a nurse practitioner staring at a screen.

“Could you help me please?”

She started quickly, looking at me. “You startled me.”

"My apologies. I was supposed to meet one of the foremen here. Nobody was waiting for me, so I had to find my own way."

I took my time examining the woman. I liked what I saw. Evidently, she didn't think too much of what she saw.

“I want to see some ID.”

I showed her mine.

“Paul said he was going to call the cops, but I haven’t heard from him.”

“I know about as much as you do lady. But I do know this. The message I got was I had to be here quickly because miners were going to die and something needed to be done to stop things from getting out of hand.”

“Paul didn’t meet you?”

“No. In fact, I got a less than pleasant reception from the guards.”

She didn't just dislike how I looked; it seemed she didn't like anything I had to say either.

“Something’s happened to Paul.”

“You don’t know that.”

She looked at me with a focused intensity. I knew that look. She was deciding if she could trust me.

“What’s your name?”

“Inspector Thomas Sullivan.”

She pulled a lock of her hair down by her ear and began twirling it around her forefinger, thinking.

“Look, if it helps any, I’m not from Beta Prime. I just got sent here. Sent here to...how shall I say this...clean things up? I'm not a local who's bent. 

Her face told me she’d made a decision.

“Two miners have died of miner’s cough.”

“Jamaal and Karl?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“A miner asked me about them when I got here.”

“Look, I don’t know if this place is bugged or not, but I’m going to tell you what I know and then I’m leaving. I don’t want to die either.”

“Bugged? Why bug the place. Most companies just have CCTV all over their facilities.”

“I turned the CCTV off. Disabled it. Look, Inspector, these two miners should never have died of the cough. The planetary government is required by law to provide each mine on this planet a drug called melanothorazine. It’s a preventative. We don’t know why, but any humanoid who works in the mines for any length of time contracts miner’s cough. We don’t know how or why. They just do. Wearing breathers doesn’t prevent it and it’s pointless wearing sealed suits. They just get punctured or torn because of the nature of the work.”

“I see. It just somehow gets in the body.”

“Yeah. But it’s not a big deal anymore. The preventative works like a charm. Each miner takes one dose a day. No infection. Amazing drug.”

“Then how did these two miners get the cough?”

“Someone replaced the last shipment of melanothorazine with a placebo.”

“Let me guess. There’s a black market for this drug.”

"Not only does it prevent miner's cough, but it also kills a lot of strange infections found on the rim worlds. Planets whose governments can't afford to buy it because they aren't developed enough yet or the corporations won’t spend the money. The Alliance doesn’t care. The drug is expensive so needless to say, buyers can be found on the black market. People on the rim worlds are like anyone else. They want to live.”

“How do you know the meds were switched?”

“I went and took samples. The last shipment was all placebos. My bet is this has been going on for a while. Except who ever is behind this hasn't been taking all the preventative. Probably taking just enough so the miners only miss a dose now and then. That would keep things under control disease wise." 

“Somebody got greedy then.”

“Yes. Somebody got greedy. And now I have two dead miners in my quarantine facility.”

I thought for a moment. The guards had to have known which meant others knew about this as well.

“Have you got somewhere you can go?”

She looked at me for a moment.

“I’m a widow. My husband was an ice fisher. He died in a bad storm. An ice surge crushed him. We had a cabin out by the ocean. I can go there. Nobody knows about it.”

“How will I find you?”

“You won’t. Sorry, Inspector but I don’t know you from Adam. People are going to die because of this and I don’t plan on being one of them.”

“Here,” I told her. I wrote down the number to my private comm and gave it to her. “You call me. We’ll go from there. Call me in two days and I’ll fill you in.”

She took the piece of paper and scowled for a moment and then pocketed the paper. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I ask. I want to get whoever is behind this. I have a personal issue with corruption.”

I watched as she packed up what looked like medical test samples and pulled a data stick out of her computer. She carefully bundled it up and placed it in her bag.

“If you hear from Paul, tell him I’m okay. Tell him he was right.”

Without another word she left. I realized I’d failed to get her name.

—-
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ANNA COULD HEAR FOOTSTEPS coming again. She squirmed into the corner and made herself as small as possible as she pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her shins, tucking her head down between her chest and her knees. She heard the door to her prison open and felt rather than saw the light that fell on her.

The footsteps were suddenly quick, angry as the monster lunged at her. Anna didn’t look up when the sharp object struck the flesh of her right shoulder, slicing through it. She bit her lip, determined not to cry out and give the monster the satisfaction of hearing her scream in pain.

A second blow came, slicing her left forearm to the bone, ripping muscle and skin as the blade passed through her flesh. Anna could feel the blood seeping from the wound. It felt strangely warm and gave off a coppery smell. A loud grunt from her assailant warned Anna another blow was on its way.

Anna lost count after the eleventh blow, passing out as she sprawled on the floor, covered in her own blood and bodily fluids. Standing over her, gasping from exertion was the Cowboy.

Enraged she'd not screamed, not acknowledged appropriate levels of fear in his presence, the Cowboy threw his knife, an ancient tool of pain he'd obtained years ago, an American Bowie Knife. The massive blade clattered as it struck the wall and then landed on the plastisteel floor. Hurrying toward the door, the Cowboy grabbed his cane from where he'd left it leaning against the wall. In his rage, he bounded toward his helpless victim lying on the floor bleeding out.

With a single blow to Anna's head, he brought it to an end. Standing over her lifeless body, the Cowboy stood panting. He watched Anna's blood drain from her lifeless body. As the life-giving fluid ebbed from her damaged body, the Cowboy felt his anger and rage drain from him, giving him the calm he would need to consider his options, to craft his plan to take control of the situation.

Picking up his beloved Bowie Knife, the Cowboy took his trophy. He felt much better.

—-
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I HAD THE PUPPY TAKE me to Joe's. I gave him strict orders to drop off our two prisoners and process them as quickly as possible. I also told him about the two sets of bugs and mini-cams the size and thickness of a snowflake hidden in my desk. He was to set them up before tossing the two guards in the cell. They would transmit to the tiny receiver in my desk.

Those guards were in trouble and they knew it. They first protested their arrest as we headed for my part of town. Then they started bargaining. I added bribery and attempted bribery to their list of charges. That was when they started begging. Their lives weren’t worth spit and they knew it. Not that I really cared. They worked for people who were willing to sell the very medicine that made a dangerous job a little safer.

“You get those bugs set. Get those guys in there and you get out of there. Vanish until you hear from me. I don’t want to know where you go.”

The puppy looked at me funny. I sighed. He had to learn everything the hard way it seemed.

“If I don’t know where you are, I can’t tell anyone.”

He thought for a moment and I saw the light bulb go on. 

“How will I get in touch with you?”

“You won’t. I’ll get you on your comm. Now get going. I don’t want to see you till I want to see you.”

I stood in the shadow of the corner of Joe’s building, watching Josephson get into the hover unit and merge recklessly into traffic. It had been a long day and I was hungry. Joe’s two bouncers nodded respectfully as I entered and we skipped the song and dance of them searching me. They knew better.

Ralph was sitting at the far end of the bar looking tired from a long day of driving his hover cab. Joe would be somewhere. They were the two I needed to talk with. I made my way to my regular booth and waited for Ralph's wife Alice to come and take my order.

I didn’t have to wait long.

“Hey, Inspector. You look tired. Any closer to catching the freak who did that little street girl?”

"No, ‘fraid not. Can you get me a burger, fries, and coke?"

“Sure, but you need to eat a little healthier Inspector. Joe’s got plenty of healthy stuff you can eat too.”

I smiled. Alice meant well.

“I need comfort food tonight.”

Alice smiled back and nodded as she wrote with her finger on her tablet, placing my order.

“Hey, I need to talk to Ralph and Joe. Think you could get them for me?”

Alice’s smile disappeared.

“Ralph isn’t in trouble is he?”

“No. No, Alice, I just need some advice from Ralph.”

Alice frowned and tilted her head.

“What advice can my husband give an Alliance Inspector?”

“He’s a cabbie. He knows Capital City like the back of his hand. I don’t. He can tell me things about this city I need to know.”

Alice thought for a moment. “Don’t get Ralph in any trouble Sully. He’s been on the straight and narrow now for a long time. I like having my husband with me, you know? I don’t want him behind bars again.”

“Alice, I need information, nothing else. I like Ralph. I don’t want him in trouble either.”

She shot me another glare for good measure as she left. I watched Alice stop by Ralph and whisper in his ear before vanishing into the kitchen. Ralph turned on his barstool and looked for me. He spotted me in my booth and got up, carrying his beer with him and made his way over to my booth.

“Inspector.”

“Ralph.”

“Bad day I take it.”

“You could say that Ralph.”

I didn’t say anything else and Ralph got the hint. Joe emerged from his kitchen and made his way over to my booth and took a seat next to Ralph.

“I need some information. I hope the two of you can help me.”

—-
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SITTING BEHIND THE dumpster in the alley, Sarah focused her vision on the tall cop sitting in the booth. She shivered from the cold. The temperature was dropping as the clouds had returned in the evening. Beta Prime’s sun was disappearing and with it the light that warmed the cold planet enough to make some days bearable.

She felt torn. The monster who'd killed the little girl and taken the older one frightened her. Sarah knew from experience what a man like that was capable of and it terrified her. Sarah also knew the tall cop might send her back, and that, Sarah could never allow. Cold wind blew down the alley and circled behind the dumpster, sending a fresh wave of shivers down her back.

It was time to find shelter for the night. The scarred cop wouldn’t catch the monster tonight. Sarah had time to think about what to do.

—-
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A SHARP KNOCK CAME on the door of the parsonage. Father Nathan stood up quickly, hoping Toby had come to his senses. He opened the door and glanced outside, surprised and disappointed to see nobody present. Stepping outside, he glanced about the small space separating the tiny parsonage from the tall walls of the sanctuary. A young girl stepped out from behind the corner of the parsonage and cautiously approached.

"Can I help you, child?"

“Are you Father Nathan?”

“Yes, I am,” the priest replied hopefully.

“Toby said to come here and knock on the door.”

“He did.”

“Yep. Toby said you have a warm place that’s safe where we can sleep tonight.”

“Toby’s right. Will there be other’s joining you?”

Her head nodded up and down, indicating others would come. 

“What’s your name?” Father Nathan asked.

“Tina,” the waif replied.

“Can I have my watch back Tina?”

She smiled and handed the watch back.

“Toby said you were sharp.”

Tina looked around and then whistled softly. A string of small kids hurried from around the same corner from where Tina had appeared. Several carried little bundles with them. All of them were dirty, cold and looked tired. Father Nathan's heart sank at their appearance.

“C’mon kids, let me take you to the dormitory. You’ll be able to bathe and clean up. I will bring blankets for each of you.”

Father Nathan led the way between the two buildings, watching the children follow him in silence. A total of eight children had arrived, but no Toby, two boys, and six girls. Two of the girls seemed to be sisters as the taller one held the hand of the smaller one and carried a bundle over her shoulder.

As soon as he opened the door the urchins hustled through before Father Nathan could say a word. He shut the door behind him and led the kids to where they would be staying for the evening.

Outside, Toby watched from across the street. He'd decided to trust the priest. Tonight he would search the area for the monster who’d killed Lucy and taken Anna. He owed the sisters that much.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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I THOUGHT FOR A MOMENT about how to ask what I needed to know. I decided getting straight to the point would be best.

"Two miners have died from miner's cough. The nurse practitioner at the infirmary is confident a placebo, not the daily preventative dose is what to each miner has received. Evidently, this drug is worth a lot on the black market on rim worlds."

Joe and Ralph looked at each other knowingly for a moment. I hoped they would trust me enough to share some information that would help me. The pair sat in silence, waiting for me to go first.

"Look, I'm not looking to get either of you in a jam. If what I gather is true, a lot of miners are going to get sick and die. A lot of them are probably already sick. The planetary government is supposed to supply the miners with the preventative. The theft of this drug falls under my jurisdiction."

“So, you’re just looking to catch the crew running the drug then,” Joe said evenly.

"No. I want the entire organization. Every miner who goes below ground on this planet is at risk. Knowingly swapping their meds to sell on the black market is at a minimum negligent homicide; hopefully, manslaughter and I'll do my best to find evidence convincing enough for a prosecutor to go for murder in the second degree. That's all before the fraud, money laundering and smuggling charges get added in."

My companions looked at each other again but remained silent. I thought about the ramifications of their silence.

“Should I add corruption of public officials to my list?”

"A lot of people are going to die, Sully," Joe said evenly. “You might be one of them.”

“Goes with the job Joe. Help me catch these people.”

“I don’t know. I got a good thing going here with my business. People count on me for their jobs. Ralph here is doing okay with his cab.”

“Just point me in the right direction.”

For a third time, the pair looked at each other. This time Ralph nodded. Joe looked around his restaurant for a second, tapping his fingers on the table.

“You know that kid you blew away when you walked into the terminal?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I got a hearing coming up about that. Nothing to worry about. It was a good shoot.”

“You think so. But the kid’s boss probably doesn’t think so. A hearing would be a good way to calm everything down.”

"Suspending me is not going to stop me, Joe."

“Didn’t say they’d suspend you,” Joe said ruefully.

I looked first at Joe and then Ralph. The realization of what Joe was implying dawning on me.

“When did either of you plan on warning me?”

Again the pair looked at each other. This time it was Ralph who responded.

"We were gonna have Alice give you a note in a day or two, warning you. Look, Sullivan, I can't go back to prison, and I can't have any trouble with people I ran with in the past. Alice is okay with our having to scrape and work hard, but she'll leave me if things even look like I might be going back to my old habits. If she leaves me, my life might as well be over."

I looked at Joe. He shrugged. "I have to walk a fine line Sullivan. I like you, but...I have a past too. Since my wife died, this place is what keeps me going. I don't need any raids with cops planting evidence."

This time it was my turn to look at the pair in silence.

“How much do you pay each month and who picks it up?”

Joe’s face paled. I knew he wasn’t going to tell me.

“Ralph, I guess you pay less, but you have to pay for protection just the same.”

The cabbie started to protest, but I held my hand up to silence him.

“Is it safe to even talk in here,” I asked Joe.

"Yeah. I sweep the place five times a day. Customers have to be able to do business here. What that business is, happens to be none of my concern or that of anyone else."

“Okay, I’ll start with that kid.”Joe reached out and touched my hand. “Sullivan, I like you. You want to do good. I’ve never met a cop that wasn’t bent in some way before. It’s just hard to trust. Be careful.”

Alice arrived with my food and a couple of beers for Ralph and Joe. She sat everything down without saying a word, shot me a nasty stare and left.

My comm buzzed. I took it out of my pocket and saw Josephson’s name.

“I thought I told you to lay low,” I hissed into my comm.

“They found another body,” Josephson’s voice informed me. “It was that guy who came to the station.”

“The foreman?”

“Yeah. And Sully, he’s got the mark on him.”

—-
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I STOOD STARING AT the crumpled body of a man I’d only talked to but never met. Dressed in his miner’s overalls and a greatcoat, the man’s wallet identified him as Paul Johnson. His employee ID confirmed he was a shift foreman for the Schlesinger Corporation Number Two Mine. He lay in a frozen pool of his own blood, his throat and wrists slit. In the middle of his forehead was the oddly shaped brand burned into his flesh.

“Think it’s a copy cat,” Josephson asked.

“No. It’s our guy. He’s evolving again.”

“What makes you say that boss?”

“The slashes on the wrists, just deep enough to damage the artery but not deep enough to cause him to bleed out quickly.”

"So? Maybe he put up a fight, and the killer couldn't slice him like he would have liked."

"No, Josephson, this guy is sick and getting sicker. He weakened him and then told him to run. My guess is, he hunted the victim. Promised him if he could make it to a clinic and get his wrists tended to he'd let him live. Of course, there isn't a clinic anywhere around here in a five-kilometer radius.”

Josephson, who wasn’t looking too good to begin with, got a couple of shades paler.

“Doesn’t look like he took a trophy this time though.”

The coroner looked up from where he was entering data into his tablet. “Take a trophy? Is that what you asked Sergeant?”

Josephson nodded yes in response.

“The killer cut his tongue out. It’s missing. He pulled it through the wound in the throat and cut it out.”

I watched my partner turn a shade paler still. I nodded to the coroner and asked him to forward me a copy of his findings when he finished. I took Josephson by the arm and led him away from the crime scene.

"Sully, what would cause him to change his pattern? He's striking faster, and there's no pattern now."

“Something is stressing him. He needs to kill to release the pressure and rage he’s feeling.”

I looked around the area, hoping for once there would be no CCTV cameras. I pulled Josephson toward his hover car. “I thought I told you to leave town.”

“I have a scanner in my car. I heard this and was worried it was our guy. So I called in we’d take it.”

Rage filled me at the naiveté of this kid. He couldn't help it, Josephson was who he was, but still, it was going to get him, or both of us killed.

“You can’t trust anyone in our precinct kid. Get out of town until you hear from me.”

“Can’t trust...Sully, why...”

I watched as it finally dawned on him. “The nurse said this stuff was worth a lot on the black market on the rim worlds. Somebody from...”

“You got it now?”

The puppy nodded, the expression on his face was both sad and frightened. He left in silence. I watched him all the way to his car. He got in, started it up, hovered for a second and for once didn’t nearly cause a wreck as he merged into traffic. I hoped he had a good place to bolt to. I didn’t need to add the puppy to the list of others already on my conscience.

—-
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MARKESON’S MOOD HAD improved since he’d arrived at his office and checked the duty roster. Fortune had smiled on him when the idiot rookie Josephson had taken the call on the dead foreman. If things worked out the way he wanted, that sick animal would solve the problem of Sullivan for him. Problem solved for everyone. It would be a shame about the kid, but that was the price the kid would have to pay for being honest and naïve.

As he leaned back in his chair, Markeson began to consider the various things that needed cleaning up. A knock on the door caused him to lean forward. He hated being disturbed when he was thinking.

“Enter.”

Sergeant Bland stuck his head through the door.

"Captain, what do you want to be done with those two guards Josephson brought in? Nobody's even questioned them yet, and they're screaming for lawyers from the mine they work for."

Markeson frowned at Bland for a moment. It looked like he’d have to do a little of the lifting himself after all.

“Does anybody know they’re in lock up?”

“Just Josephson and me.”

Bland looked back at Markeson with a hard but knowing look.

"No, Sergeant, this one is on me. Fill out the paperwork to show we released them because we had no cause to hold them. Get all their contact information. Make it look legit. Tell those idiots to calm down, we're going to spring them, but we got to take care of a couple of things first."

“That’s all boss?”

Markeson nodded before adding, "let me know when you're finished. I'll handle it from there."

—-
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I HAD TO SLEEP. I'D had about four hours of sleep in the last thirty-six hours or so. I couldn't think, and I needed to think a lot. Ralph took me back to my place. He didn't say a word the entire way, and neither did I.

Molly, the grumpy, graying landlord had actually smiled at me when I came in. I waved to her and headed for the stairs. The elevator still wasn't in a state where I would trust it.

I paused to listen while standing by the fire exit on my floor, taking the time to adjust my cybernetic eye to the lighting.

Something told me someone was out there. Reaching into my jackboot, I withdrew another of my small pistols, another .22 kinetic energy weapon. I liked bullets. They made people bleed, and the noise scared them. A cannon like my .50 cal. would knock someone down, even if they were hopped up on stim.

I wanted to talk to whoever this was. A small hole in the stranger's body would do.

I took my time opening the door, smiling as I did so. I had taken the precaution of oiling the hinges and the door closing mechanism earlier in the week. I made my way down the corridor. I paused at the intersection and peeked around the corner toward the door of my place.

Standing by the door examining it was the girl, the girl from the spaceport.

“What are you doing?”

She spun around. Standing in a slight crouch with her arms slightly extended from her sides and ready to flee at any second, her eyes searched for a way past me and found none as I aimed my pistol at her center mass.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I told her softly. “Just tell me what you’re doing by my door.”

She swallowed as she shifted her weight back and forth on the balls of her feet. I lowered my gun to my side.

I repeated, "just tell me what you're doing here, and I'll let you go."

“You promise,” she whispered. “I can’t go back. I won’t go back. I won’t let anyone send me back. I’ll die first.”

“Well, nobody here wants to die, at least I hope not,” I told her.

“Promise. Promise you’ll let me go.”

I pocketed my pistol and widened my stance, watching the girl. She was a stunning beauty, of that I’d been right. The dirty clothes and mussed hair couldn’t hide the fact she was a looker. So familiar, so painfully familiar.

"I promise," I told her, knowing I'd come for her later, that I had to.

“I saw the monster,” she said, her eyes still darting from side to side. Something about how she looked past me bothered me. I listened carefully and heard nothing. I couldn’t risk turning around to look to see if we were alone.

“The monster,” I asked.

She nodded.

"I decided to tell you, but I don't trust you or any other cop."

“Why me?”

“You’re in charge of finding the monster. The other cops are scared of you or look up to you. So it had to be you.”

I decided to come clean, to be truthful with her.

"I have to be honest. I've been looking for you."

“I know. Since the St. Gabriel. But I had to. I had no choice. Please, just for once, don't think like a cop and just forget you saw me on the starliner," she pleaded, not just with her words but her entire body. She was terrified and not of me. She was terrified of what would happen if I took her in.

“Truce for now. I promise. The monster you refer to, is it the one who hurt Lucy? The little girl who runs with the gang of pickpockets around here?”

She nodded but said nothing. Slowly, she raised her arm up, extending it out toward me. In her hand was a message chip.

“I don’t trust cops. But I trust you enough that I wanted to help the little girl. That monster scares me. I came up here to leave you this.”

Her body language told me she had calmed down a little, but not much. She was still terrified, but not of me. Me, I just scared her because I’m a cop.

“This isn’t the first monster you’ve seen is it?”

She shook her head.

“Are you hungry? I know you have to be cold. You’ve been living hard, on the streets. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have seen the monster.”

Her eyes locked on me, chilling me. There was something not quite right about her eyes.

“Look, I don’t want to frighten you. You can stay in my place tonight and leave in the morning. I have a couple of spare rooms. A hot meal, such as I have in my place and a shower would do you good, not to mention a good night’s sleep in a warm place. 

I watched her think about it. She started moving from side to side on the balls of her feet again.

"Or not. It's up to you. If you want to go, you can just leave the message chip on the floor by my door, and I'll back up beyond the intersection so you can get past me and take the stairs, okay?"

My words seemed to calm her a bit. She stopped moving and looked me squarely in the eye.

“You promise you won’t hurt me or try anything?”

I sighed. I was tired, desperately tired.

“Look, I’m running on fumes. I’ve got to sleep. I’m in no mood for games. Besides, why should I trust you? You could rob me blind or worse while I’m asleep.”

She frowned at me. My words had touched a nerve.

“I don’t steal unless I have no choice.”

“And I don’t hurt citizens I’ve sworn an oath to protect,” I snapped back. “Make your mind up, because I’m going to bed. Give me the chip and decide what you’re going to do.”

I moved toward her with my left hand out for the chip, turning to slip by her to unlock my door. To my surprise, she didn't run. She took my left hand and pressed the message chip into it, a surprised look crossing her countenance. I didn’t stop but took the chip and unlocked my door, leaving it ajar for her to follow if she wanted to.

I went straight to the bathroom and heard the door close softly behind me. I glanced back and saw the girl looking in bewilderment at the assortment of locks on the door.

“If you want, we can sleep with just one lock tonight. That way, you can leave if you want.”

I went into the bathroom and relieved myself. I set out what I had that a girl could use to clean herself and opened the door, half expecting her to be gone. She was sitting on the couch in my living room.

“I’ll sleep here. It’s better than what I’ve been sleeping on.”

“There’s food in the kitchen. Help yourself. You can even take some with you. I’ve set out what I think you’ll need in the bathroom.” I paused to gather myself. “I’m going to bed. Let me show you how to unlock the door.”

I locked the primary lock and one other. I demonstrated how to open the locks, locked them again and let her unlock them once herself. Satisfied, she vanished into the bathroom, bolting the door behind her. Exhausted, I stared at the bathroom door for a moment and headed into my room. I shut the door and locked it behind me.

After setting the message chip by my computer, I followed my nighttime ritual for getting ready to sleep. For once it worked. In minutes I was sound asleep.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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I HEARD THE GIRL MOVING around in my small living room. I was pretty sure she planned on leaving before I got up. I know I’d said she could leave if she wanted, take some of my food even, but I wanted, no needed, to talk to her before she left. Not about the Cowboy.

About other things.

I heard the two locks release and the door open and quickly shut. I got up and dressed quickly, pulled on my boots, holstered my .50 cal. revolver and grabbed my greatcoat. She had a start on me, so I went out on my balcony and looked around.

It was plenty dark, but the snow had stopped falling. I tossed a rope over the railing and repelled to the alley below. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her run across the street in the direction of Joe’s. I ran after her as quickly as I could.

She glanced back in my direction once before passing Joe’s and vanishing into the whirling fog. I ran faster, gliding a long above the hard sidewalk below me, passing over the patches of black ice. Sudden screams in the fog made me redouble my pace. I turned the corner and stumbled into an alleyway filled with trash. The screams were even louder, and I felt myself break into a heavy sweat.

The fog parted and there the girl lay, covered in blood. I couldn't see any wounds, but blood seemed to be oozing from her skin. Her big brown eyes stared at me, pleading for me to save her as her lifeblood drained away.

“You promised me,” she gasped. “You promised you’d not make me go back, that I wouldn’t have to go back to the monster. But you broke your promise to me, just like you did to her.”

A sudden, piercing pain shot through the center of my chest. Agonizing pain like I’d never felt before, a burning, searing pain emanating from my very core. I watched as she took her last breath and surrendered to the inevitable.

From behind the dead beauty, the fog whirled angrily, reaching out its tentacles as if to snatch the dead girl's body to whisk away. A tiny, childlike voice floated from the fog as it began to part, revealing Lucy, dressed in her tattered clothes. They were clean, devoid of dirt and blood. Her wounds looked fresh and open.

“It’s your fault Inspector,” Lucy pronounced in a childlike singsong voice. “You promised! You promised! But the monster came for her! Just like the monster came for me!”

I watched in helpless horror as Lucy floated away in the fog, her childlike voice blaming me first for the girl’s death and then her own. Desperate to save the girl, I got down on my knees to check her for signs of life only to find she was gone. I crawled about on my hands and knees searching desperately for her. I stopped to look around and saw a pair of small boots standing in front of my hands.

I looked up to see Anna looking down on me. Her expression was sad as if I had disappointed her in some horrible way.

"Why didn't you find me, Inspector? Why didn't you come and save me from the monster?"

I blinked, and she was gone.

As fast as Anna left, the girl was back, looking down on me with concern on her face. She shook me hard with both hands and stepped back, shaking her head.

“Very well Inspector. I’ve got to go now.”

I blinked again and watched as her slender frame slipped through my bedroom door and silently shut it behind her. Somehow she was still alive! I leaped from my bed and rushed into the living room, startling her. Before she could scream, I placed my right hand over her mouth while I hugged her close with my left arm. She squirmed for a moment before holding still.

I held her at arm's length with both arms and examined her, looking her up and down.

“Inspector, you’re scaring me! Let me go!”

“Are you okay,” I gasped, my pulse racing.

"I think so," she whispered, backing away from me as I released her. "I didn't mean to startle you, but you were making sounds in your sleep, and I just wanted to make sure you were okay."

"It's all right," I said as reassuringly as I could, not sure myself if things were fine. I felt the pain in my chest again and rubbed the still tender scar tissue. "It was just a bad dream, that's all. I have them sometimes."

“You said I could go when I wanted,” she reminded me. “I’d like to go now.”

“Yeah, sure. Absolutely. Have you eaten?”

She shook her head no as she slipped her coat on.

“You’ve done enough for me Inspector. It was nice to be warm while I slept.”

Before I could stop her or offer a hot breakfast, she'd released the two locks, opened the door and vanished through it.

I'd found her and just as quickly lost her. I realized I'd forgotten even to ask what her name was.

—-
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CHIEF O’BRIAN FROWNED as he entered his office, feeling a headache coming on before he’d even sat down in his chair. His desk comm was buzzing with an insistence he could not ignore. He tossed his coat on the couch and sat down, punching the comm as he did so.

He listened in silence as he received his orders for the day, resenting every word that traveled through the link and out of the speaker. Before he could reply, the caller broke the link. O'Brien sat and considered the situation he found himself in. He saw no real way out of it. Markeson had told him Sullivan was trouble and would need to go. His Chief of Detectives had also informed him if they played their cards right, they could pin a lot of their troubles on the wayward Inspector.

Orders were orders O'Brian reminded himself, especially when they came from the Governor's office. He started his computer and began the process of initiating a hearing for Sullivan's shooting of a drug dealer upon arrival his first day on Beta Prime. He'd hoped to avoid the entire mess and let the Internal Affairs people deal with the shooting.

Instead, he had to conduct a show trial.

Irritated, he punched his comm.

"Get me I.A.," he shouted into his comm, hitting it again to silence the link.

"We have a serial killer on the loose, and the politicians are worried about covering their rear ends over a stunt they pulled," he grumbled.

—-
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MARKESON PULLED AWAY slowly in his borrowed hover car. He'd been careful and cleaned everything. In the distance, he could see the lights of the squalid square buildings, made of stacks of the original containers from the first settlement supply ships. It was the oldest and most rundown part of Capital City, located on the western outskirts of the city. 

It would be days before somebody stumbled across the bodies. Even then, the odds were good the bodies wouldn't be reported. Markeson had thought about disposing of the bodies permanently by dumping them at one of the recycling plants or incinerators at a processing plant. Doing so would have exposed him as the killer, and that was a chance, no matter how slim, Markeson was not willing to take.

He had faith things would work out. Sullivan would take the fall. The initial report for the dead mining foreman had crossed his desk. He was delighted to see the Cowboy had done his part of the cleanup. Two missing guards from the same mine would be easy to pin on the Cowboy.

It was Sullivan’s case. 

Why not pin it all on him? Not just the shooting of their connection at the spaceport, but all of it. It would give their operation a little breathing room. A chance to slip back under the cover it should never have pulled back.

Killing didn’t bother Markeson, especially when it was necessary. But he’d come too far, risen too high up to have to get his hands dirty anymore and it angered him. When things calmed down, he was going to make it clear. Changes had to be made, starting with the Cowboy.

Markeson smiled as he merged into the flow of traffic on the hoverway in the dimly lit part of town, gaining speed to move on to the free way. The Cowboy was one dirty job he’d volunteer for.

He set the hover car on cruise and entered the destination into the car's computer. A slight jolt told him the car's navigation system had taken control, and he relaxed, leaning back in his seat as he let go of the steering wheel. A quick glance in the vanity mirror told Markeson his hair was still perfectly groomed. He smiled, giving his teeth a quick once over before reaching into his pocket for a small spray dispenser. A quick misting of his teeth and his breath was fresh again.

With a flick of his wrist, he turned on the craft’s sound system and closed his eyes to relax while he listened to music.

“Computer,” he ordered, “wake me five minutes before arrival at the precinct house.”

—-
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IT WAS GOING TO STOP. The lack of respect for his accomplishments, his skill and the risks he’d taken that had benefitted everyone in their enterprise. Once this troublesome patch was dealt with, changes would be made.  Starting with interrupting him when he didn’t want to be disturbed.

Anna, he’d learned that was the prey’s name, was meant to be an enjoyable practice time. Time to be used to prepare for when he hunted the Special One, for when he captured the Special One. Now he would have to hunt again.

Finishing prey in public was one thing. Capturing prey and returning with it to his lair was altogether another matter. It was a more challenging task in many ways. The possible complications were significantly greater.

Feeling his dignity had been purposefully injured, the Cowboy considered who of his disrespectful peers, so-called peers, would serve as the best possible example of what would happen in the future should his dignity be slighted again.

A quick glance around the alleyway assured the Cowboy nobody was looking. With a deft slice, he removed Anna’s right ear, placed it in a special pouch and pocketed it. He wiped what little blood there was on the knife on her dress before making the knife vanish from sight.

He twisted the grip of his cane while pressing the gold plated decorative ring just below the end of the hand carved grip. Within seconds the oddly shaped star on the end of the handle of his cane appeared, a faint red light the only hint of the temperature of the metal that composed the star. 

With a quick motion, the Cowboy leaned over Anna’s still body and pressed the branding iron portion of his cane against her forehead. The smell of burnt flesh and the hissing of the branding process delighted his senses. He knew he would never grow tired of marking his kills.

Standing up straight, he twisted the grip and pressed the gold plated ring a second time. Within seconds the metal star had cooled and vanished from sight, once again hidden in the end of his cane.

The Cowboy returned to his hover car, shut the trunk, tossed his cane into the passenger's seat and eased himself into the comfortable driver's seat. Within seconds the hover car was floating the required two decimeters off the surface. Lowering his voice a half octave to sound more confident, more authoritarian, the Cowboy ordered the car's nav computer to deliver him at his office. He relaxed as the computer responded, easing the craft out of the alley and onto the street.

—-
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TOBY WAS TIRED FROM walking from one end of the neighborhoods surrounding Father Nathan’s parish to the other. He’d spent the entire night searching, for what he wasn’t sure, but he’d not seen anyone or anything out of the ordinary. Shivering from the intense cold of a Beta Prime night, he was glad to see the morning sky rising, bringing with it a slight increase in temperature.

He hadn’t picked a pocket or lifted a watch in nearly two days and knew he had to make up for lost productivity or the boss would beat him almost senseless. He'd have to answer for the fact Anna and Lucy were missing too.

Toby decided to head down to the subway station. It was always good pickings there if he was careful and avoided the CCTV cameras. It would be shift change soon, and the trains would be filled with workers coming and going, crowding the underground platforms.

Picking up his pace to try to warm himself, Toby noticed an expensive, clean Hovertron X-1100 hover car zip out of an alleyway. His pulse quickened as he broke into a run. Nobody drove a hover car like that in this part of town unless they were lost or looking to pick up a working girl. 

The working girls had given up and gotten out of the cold long ago.

Breaking into a run, Toby was at the entrance of the alleyway in seconds. He stopped to steel his nerves before entering the dense fog that still haunted the narrow alley. His teeth chattered incessantly, whether from the cold or fear, Toby didn’t know.

Step by step he moved deeper into the dark, foggy alley. Silence filled the space as Toby noticed the horrible smells of garbage and urine mixing in the scattered trash strewn about. He was about to abandon his tentative search when his toe struck something hard, yet soft, yielding. Looking down, he had to squint to even make out the vague outline of his boot. Bending over to get a better view, Toby waved his arm back and forth in an effort to clear the fog enough for him to see what he had discovered.

Horrified, Toby stood straight and screamed in raw terror, paused to gather his breath and then howled like a wild animal howling at the moon. Without thinking he ran from the alley directly into the street, screaming in despair.

With an eerie silence, the dark hover car accelerated, emerging from the whirling fog. Toby never saw what hit him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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I HATE THE FEELING of being out of control, events whirling past me, people getting hurt that I should have saved, protected. Tim Johnson’s death was needless. I should have known it was not safe for him to be on his own. The pickpocket was another. She had to be part of the group of youths Father Nathan was trying to influence and help leave behind a life of crime.

Despite the fact I knew the two guards Josephson and I had locked up were on the take, I didn’t have the right to give them a death sentence simply by locking them up. If they knew too much, they would be dead. Dead simply because I locked ‘em up.

I slipped into the precinct through a delivery entrance I’d seen Markeson use and made my way to the holding area. The two mine guards were gone. In my gut I knew they were already dead, it was just a simple matter of time before someone found their bodies.

I managed to make it to my desk without being noticed. I turned on my computer and waited while it booted up. While the computer ran its startup program, I found and inserted a USB drive. In seconds I had access to the digital video of the two prisoners in the cell Josephson had locked them up in.

A quick watch only revealed the two liked to complain. Sergeant Bland yelled at them a few times which only made matters worse. Bland reappeared and talked with the pair for a moment, and they suddenly shut up and sat down. One of them even took a nap. The video ended with the cell door opening and the two prisoners slipping out, but the camera never captured who let them out.

My gut told me Bland was in on it, whatever it was. The pair had become cooperative after he had talked to them through the bars of the cell. I watched the video again and learned nothing more. It angered me to watch the two guards, corrupt as they might have been, leave with someone they trusted only to be led to their death.

I took the time to download my file of the shooting at the space station from my CPU. With this hearing coming up, I would need to get my ducks in a row. I smelled not one dead rat but about ten. I ran a search on the perp I’d shot and downloaded the files on him, pulled the drive and cut off my computer.

My luck held as I managed to slip out the way I’d slipped in, without anyone seeing me.

—-
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FATHER NATHAN WATCHED the children devour the hot breakfast he’d cooked for them. They had all slept in, a fact he attributed to being warm, showered and cleaned up. It was a good start in building the first bridge in his effort to get these kids off the street.

A loud knock on the door of the dormitory shook Father Nathan from his thoughts. He quickly made his way to the entrance and opened the door to find Alice standing in the doorway with her arms folded across her chest. She’d been crying.

“Alice, is Ralph okay?”

She nodded and looked away.

“Are you okay?”

“Father, there’s been an accident.”

“I see,” the priest replied, uncertain of how to respond.

“You need to come.”

Father Nathan turned and looked at the children eating.

“Somebody has to stay with the kids until they’re done eating.”

Alice still wouldn’t look at the priest.

“I’ll stay with them. Go to Joe’s. Ralph will take you from there.”

Father Nathan simply nodded. Alice wasn’t going to tell him anything else. He introduced her to the children and grabbed his jacket and coat. He hurried as he walked the now familiar route to Joe’s restaurant.

Police hover cars were visible in the distance about two blocks from Joe's. Standing in front in the cold was Ralph, waiting for him just as Alice had promised.

“Good morning Ralph. Alice said you needed me?”

“Not really, but some other people do.”

"Ralph, Alice was obviously upset when she got to the church, so I didn't press her. Now that I'm here, I'd like to know what is going on."

“They found a body.”

Father Nathan didn’t wait for more information. He broke into a trot toward the police hover cars. Not noticing a new patch of ice on the walkway, he slipped and fell only to recover quickly. With renewed urgency, the priest broke into a jog. Ralph walked quickly, clearly not in as big a hurry to reach the now apparent crime scene as the priest was.

Watching the perimeter of the crime scene was a female officer. She watched the priest approach and stepped away from the crime scene perimeter markers as he neared.

“Are you the local priest?”

“Yes, officer. I have just been informed a body was found?”

“I’m afraid so Father. We were told you might have known the victim. That you work with some of the local street kids.”

Her comments chilled the priest. He knew who would be identifying.

“One of the children I’ve been trying to help is missing. Her younger sister was found dead earlier.”

The officer nodded in silence and turned off the laser barrier of the crime scene long enough for Father Nathan to step through. He made his way over to the officers processing the crime scene. The coroner’s office had yet to arrive. The body was lying on the ground beneath a standard police shroud. Father Nathan lifted the shroud and stared in silence for a moment.

He gently lowered the cover and stepped back, glancing skywards at the overcast sky, blocking the sun’s rays. His face turned red with emotion as he stood looking skywards. The police watching the priest thought he was saddened by what he had just seen.

They would not have been surprised to learn Father Nathan was praying. The cops would be surprised to learn he was praying for forgiveness for what he planned to do if he could get his hands on the animal that had tortured and killed Anna.

A gentle touch on his elbow brought him back to the immediate present. He glanced at his arm and realized the female cop had touched him. “Father, do you know the girl?”

“Her name was Anna. I don’t know her last name. It was her sister Lucy who was found near this area. She was a member of a gang of pickpockets that works this area. I’ve been working to help these kids find a way to get off the street, to get back on the right path.”

“I’m sorry Father.” The cop looked at him with sadness in her eyes. “Father, this isn’t all.”

“What,” he exclaimed. “There’s another body?”

“No, a boy was hit by a hover car. A cabbie who lives around here said you would know him.”

“It must be Toby,” Father Nathan sighed. “The rest of the gang spent the night in the dormitory at the parish church. He’s the leader.”

"He was taken to the local hospital. An officer will be with him. It would help us if you could identify him. We can take your statement regarding Anna later."

Father Nathan nodded.

“Yes, I’d appreciate that. If Toby is alive, I’d like to see him. Help him in any way I can. As for Anna,” the priest said sadly, nodding in the direction of her still body, “I will do whatever you ask. Help in the investigation anyway I can.”

Without another word Father Nathan turned and hurried toward the crime scene perimeter. Waiting for him was Ralph. The female cop followed and turned off the perimeter laser to allow him through.

“It was Anna,” Father Nathan told Ralph. “Can you take me to St. Christus, I believe that is the local hospital. There was a hit and run.”

“Yeah, Father, I know. It’s that kid who’s the gang leader of the band of pickpockets. C’mon.” Ralph motioned for the priest to follow him. “It’s parked right over here. I’ll have you at the hospital in a flash.

The pair hurried through the light snow that had just begun falling. Ralph unlocked the hover car and opened the back door for Father Nathan to get in. Seconds later the engine was roaring as Ralph pulled out into the street and sped toward the entrance to the hover way that would take them to St. Christus Hospital.

In the back, Father Nathan eased his comm from his pocket and entered Sullivan's number. Using his thumb, he typed in a short message and hit send. He closed his eyes, struggling to compose himself before arriving at the hospital. 

—-
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CHIEF O'BRIAN WAS RELIEVED Markeson had kept his mouth shut during the ride over to the capitol building. The meeting he’d been summoned to worried him. It was one thing to handle small issues and make them go away for important people. People with power and money. It was an entirely different matter to railroad what he was starting to think was a competent police officer to cover up crimes committed by the rich and powerful. 

Markeson clearly had no qualms about the ethics of what was about to happen. The more O'Brian thought about it; he realized Markeson had no ethics. So long as he came out on top, Markeson was happy.

O'Brian had agreed with Markeson that Sullivan would make a good fall guy for the many problems the police had in Capital City. His Chief of Detectives had convinced him if they handled things the right way, the blame for most things that were wrong would fall on Sullivan. Make all their troubles go away. When the Interplanetary Alliance Inspector General showed up again to audit their police force, the finger would be pointed at Sullivan.

At the time, looking at the ramifications of the last review and inspection and knowing he would receive the blame for not cleaning up the corruption and incompetence, O'Brian had let Markeson talk him into his scheme to blame Sullivan for whatever the next IG visit turned up.

Markeson pulled up in the part of the building where valet service was offered for the politicians and got out. He looked back at O’Brian and frowned.

“You coming?”

“I never park here. I park where I’m supposed to. In the area reserved for civil servants.”

"Whatever," Markeson scoffed. "You want to ship out with the big starliners; you got to fly with them."

Without looking back, Markeson headed for the entrance. He nodded at the guard who opened the door without asking for ID and entered. O’Brian noted the guard’s seemingly simple oversight. Markeson came here on a regular basis.  

O'Brian took his time approaching the entrance. He watched the guard carefully.

“Sir, may I see some ID?”

“You let that man in without ID.”

Promptly a scowl appeared on the guard’s face.

“I said, ID.”

O'Brian reached opened his great coat and reached inside his jacket. Slowly he pulled his ID and badge out, allowing the guard to examine both in detail.

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize you were the Chief of Police.”

“I’m going to ask you again officer. Why did you let that man in without showing ID?”

“Sir, Detective Markeson is the Chief of Detectives.”

“I’m the Chief of Police for the entire planet! Now answer my question!”

Unsure how to respond, the officer looked about furtively, trying to think of an out to his predicament.

O’Brian felt his anger growing. It had been a long time since he had publically ripped an officer. He didn’t like doing it and didn’t want to do it now.

"Last chance officer," he growled in a low voice. "As it is," O'Brian squinted to read the officer's nametag, Officer Dimitrivitz, you are going on report for failure to follow basic security procedures, inability to obey the direct order of a superior officer and whatever else I feel like adding later. If you don't answer my question, you'll be on traffic, walking a beat in the freezing cold writing tickets for illegally parked hover cars, with NO HOPE of ever getting a change of duty. Have I made myself clear?”

From the expression on the officer's face, O'Brian was confident he'd made his point.

“Detective Markeson is a regular visitor to see the Governor and the Mayor.”

“How regular?”

“Several times a week, sir.”

“Does Markeson ever bring visitors with him?”

If Dimitrivitz had been nervous and uncomfortable before, his misery index was off the screen now.

“I see. He brings visitors.”

Dimitrivitz nodded quickly.

“Female, male? Others?”

“Sometimes females,” Dimitrivitz finally squeaked out. “Sometimes important people.”

“Like who?”

“That Devereaux guy. The one who owns mines and the shipping companies.”

Before O'Brian could ask another question, the door opened, and Markeson stuck his head out.

“Chief, you love the cold or something? C’mon, we’re going to be late to the meeting and trust me, we don’t want to be late to this one.”

O’Brian didn’t say another word but stood glaring at the officer. Markeson shrugged and headed back inside, allowing the door to close behind him.

“Our conversation did not happen if anyone asks,” O’Brian hissed softly. “The report will be written but not put in your file. You say one word about this, and you won’t even be in Capital City to freeze walking a traffic beat.”

Dimitrivitz nodded in understanding. O’Brian entered the building and headed toward the elevator tubes. Markeson hadn’t bothered to wait for him.  He began to wonder if Sullivan wasn’t the only one Markeson was setting up.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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JOSEPHSON SAT IN THE subway station, watching people pass. Disappointed Sullivan had told him to take a couple of days off and stay out of sight, he'd decided to lay low in plain sight. In passing, Sullivan had told him watching people was a good exercise for a detective. It sharpened your skills of observation, and you learned to read people better.

He’d braved the cold of the station and sat down on a bench and watched for nearly an hour. So far his favorite observation had been the young couple. She was spoiling for a fight based on the annoyed expression on her face. He was clueless, happy about something and strolling along. When the girl had ambushed him with her emotional outburst, he'd been completely surprised.

It was an embarrassing scene for the young man, and his body language screamed he was innocent of whatever his girlfriend had accused him. As the irate female stormed off, Josephson smiled at the other male's discomfort. Probably guilty of just being male and not paying attention he thought.

A local pulled to a stop, and the doors of the coaches pulled open. Watching the passengers depart, Josephson searched for interesting individuals. The sound of racking coughs got his attention. He scanned the crowd and spotted a group of workers dressed in clothes typical of miners. One of the men suddenly stopped and covered his mouth and started coughing. The others stopped and looked on. A second miner started coughing. 

Alarmed, Josephson stood and made his way over to the group of men. He waited for the pair to stop coughing before approaching, pulling out his badge and ID as he did so. The two miners stopped coughing and stood up straight again. Josephson noticed all of the miners, six men and a woman, looked paler than normal, even for a miner.

“Excuse me. I’m Detective Sergeant Josephson,” he said, holding up his ID and badge for the miners to see. “Would you mind telling me which mine y’all work for?”

The woman looked at the other miners, concern showing on her face. She swallowed nervously and looked back at Josephson.

“Schlesinger Corporation Number Two Mine. Is there a problem officer?”

—-
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JOE SAT IN HIS OFFICE. It had been a long time since he'd found himself in a moral quandary like the one he was currently in. Sullivan had put him in this uncomfortable spot, and he was not happy about it. It wasn't Sullivan's fault really, and Joe knew it.

Information. That was all Sullivan had asked for, just something to help him unravel what was going on. Sullivan had no idea what he was asking Joe to do, to open Pandora's Box possibly. Not that Sullivan cared and Joe knew that. In the short time he'd known the Inspector Joe had quickly learned this was a man who would not relent. Either he could point Sullivan in the right direction and step back, safe in the shadows, or Sullivan would dig like a hungry ice rat until he found something. In the meantime, innocent miners would die.

Joe sighed out loud. He made the decision he knew all along he would make. A hint. An address. Anonymously at that, but no more. After that, it was up to Sullivan to figure things out.

—-
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“THIS HAS TO STOP,” the Governor repeated.

O’Brian watched in silence, observing the faces of the men in the room. Governor Rankin was on the verge of an angry outburst. Mayor Xue sat in silence, a stoic expression on his face, typical of his Asian-Earth ancestors. The only sign the Mayor was anxious was the rapidly beating pulse barely visible as the silk collar of his shirt covered most of his throat.

Markeson seemed amused by everything and wasn't doing anything to try to hide his amusement. Devereaux, the arrogant billionaire, was pacing back and forth, barely able to control his emotions.

Deveraux stopped and pointed first at O’Brian and then Markeson. “We pay the two of you to make sure things don’t get like this!”

Markeson laughed. “No, you pay me to clean these things up when YOU screw up. I didn’t replace the entire load of melanothorazine with placebos and cause an outbreak of miner’s cough. Matter of fact, it was one of you who got greedy and did that.”

“I did no such thing,” Devereaux screamed, causing Rankin and Yoon to start. Blood rushed to the enraged businessman’s face, turning it a dark red. The blood vessels in his neck strained against his collar while his eyes bulged. He leaned over slightly and took several threatening steps toward Markeson.

“You will clean this up! Never, and I mean never, tell me what I have and have not done,” Devereaux threatened. “But just in case you’re wondering, it wasn’t me.”

"No, but it'll be your ships that smuggle the meds off planet, making you, even more, money in the transaction," Markeson said, the smile gone from his face.

Silence filled the room, making O’Brian anxious to leave, to escape the unpleasant situation he found himself in.

"You people caused this mess," Markeson said flatly with a slightly ominous tone. "As per usual, the police of this planet will "serve and protect" your interests. It is a good thing Sullivan shot your drug-addled smuggler first thing when he set foot on the station. Now we have cause to get rid of him using Internal Affairs. It's a shame too, the Chief and I had big plans to pin all kinds of things on Sullivan.”

“How hard will it be to get a finding against Sullivan,” Governor Rankin asked.

“It was a clean shoot,” O’Brian found himself replying.

“Clean? Whatever,” Markeson laughed. “Sullivan endangered the life of Mr. Devereaux’s beloved daughter. He was not yet on duty. We’ll find something to make him go away.”

O’Brian watched as the expression on Devereaux’s face changed at the mention of his daughter. Something was odd about the man’s response to Markeson’s sarcastic remark.

—-
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I WAS EXHAUSTED. I hadn’t had the nightmare in a long time, well, a couple of weeks at least. And then she showed up out of nowhere. Reminding me of how I’d failed. The failure that had caused me to become a pariah in the Alliance Police Force and led to my being shipped to one troubled planet after another to clean up some other cops mess.

The urge to go to Joe’s and bury myself in a bottle was nearly overwhelming. If something didn’t give soon, I just might not be able to resist the urge. Not that getting drunk and staying drunk would solve anything. But it would let me forget for a bit. 

Father Nathan had identified Anna’s body, adding to the Cowboy’s total. Toby was in the hospital as a result of a hit and run. I’d let down my new friend because I couldn’t catch this predator. Making matters worse, the mining foreman who’d tipped me off about the stolen meds was dead as well.

I had my doubts about the brand and the dead foreman. It could be a simple ploy to divert attention from the real killer. Among other issues I had to deal with, there was a leak in the department. Someone had slipped the media several images of the brand the Cowboy left on his victims.

A blast of cold wind hit me in the face, making me stop and look around. I’d been walking for hours and had no idea where I was. Trying to forget did that to me sometimes.

How could I forget the serial killer who murdered all those young girls on New Jupiter? How he had killed the dancer I'd fallen for. The same dancer who had miraculously fallen for a hideously scared ex-military police officer. How could I forget I’d had the monster in custody and a mistake on my part, a computer error, had let the monster get released as a result.

It was happening again, and it was my fault. The evidence just wasn’t there for me to get a grasp on who this monster was. I knew he was smart. The killings took place where there was either no CCTV or the cameras had been disabled. There were never any prints or any other type of forensic evidence. All of our modern equipment was useless.

I knew he was evolving. These murders had been going on for over a year. That I’d learned going through the files I’d downloaded. That made me suspicious as well. O’Brian might be bent, but he wasn’t stupid. Markeson was bent for certain, but he was sharp. Both would have figured out a serial was working in Capital City. 

Markeson. He was the type who might look the other way if the price was right. That is if the serial predator had connections to the right people.

I felt better immediately. Predators as violent as the Cowboy evolved, learned to hide their tracks. But usually, they were messy early in their spree. Having a cop handle the evidence, make it go away would be worth a fair sum of credits.

I glanced around for a subway entrance. For once luck was in my favor as I spotted one a block away. I turned to face the freezing wind, pulling the collar of my greatcoat even tighter around my throat. I felt my comm vibrate and pulled it out of my pocket.

My gloves made my efforts to pull up the message clumsy. The cold wind and snowflakes that had started falling didn’t help. I shoved my comm back in my pocket. It would have to wait till I made it to the subway station.

—-
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O’BRIAN WAITED NEXT to Dimitrivitz’s guard station while Markeson went to get the car. A valet had not been available, infuriating the detective, much to O’Brian’s amusement. While he waited, O’Brian surveyed his surroundings. He didn’t see what he was looking for, not that he was surprised.

“Officer Dimitrivitz?”

“Yes, Chief,” the guard responded nervously.

“Why is it I do not see any CCTV cameras? This is a secure government facility. There should be digital surveillance in this area.”

"Yes, Chief. I agree, but uh, well, it makes certain individuals nervous.”

O’Brian smiled at the officer.

"You're not as stupid as I thought. So, we agree then that for a variety of reasons some people would prefer their presence in this building not to be recorded."

“Yes, Chief.”

“Like Mr. Devereaux or any of Detective Markeson’s visits with, ah, female companions.”

Dimitrivitz nodded.

“We also know, that this is an Alliance planet. An Alliance Inspector General will show up, either unannounced or for the annual inspection and audit, which means there is a camera somewhere. Am I right officer?"

Remembering exactly what would happen if he irritated the Chief again, Dimitrivitz nodded. “This way Chief. But please, don’t say anything. I have to spend my days around these people.”

—-
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JOSEPHSON BRACED HIMSELF and stepped out of the hospital entrance. He needed to vanish now for certain. He’d done his job by getting the miners to a hospital with the right meds to treat their cough. A deadly disease they should never have caught. Simply by doing their jobs below ground.

Hurrying in the falling snow, Josephson made his way toward the subway station a block away. He'd call Sully and give him the news, and then he'd leave town. Josephson looked around, feeling a bit of the paranoia the young detective presumed Sullivan felt. He watched for anyone or anything that looked suspicious. He blended in with other city dwellers hurrying toward the warmth of the subway, if you could call it that. At least it offered shelter from the wind and snow. 

Careful to maintain a safe distance from the other passengers as he descended into the light and shelter of the station, Josephson stepped out of the flow of human traffic and retrieved his comm. A final glance around to be sure he was safe, Josephson typed in his message, hit send to create the link, noted it went through and pocketed his device. 

He joined the queue and swiped his police pass and made his way toward the track that would lead him to the train station. Running his hand over the hard credits in his pocket that he’d withdrawn earlier so he couldn’t be traced, Josephson realized the mistake he’d just made.

Using his police pass to pay for the subway ride just put him at that location. Anyone looking would know he’d been at the hospital. That he had been the one to get the miners to a doctor.

—-
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I HAD TAKEN A SEAT on the bench near the men’s bathroom. I’d learned during my years in the Alliance’s Space Marines that rest was a weapon. I couldn’t sleep on the bench, but I could rest my body physically and clear my mind. Zone out for a bit. So that’s what I did.

The insistent buzzing of my comm brought me back to reality. I pulled the device from my pocket and using my teeth, pulled the glove off my right hand. I typed into the device to unlock it and saw I had not one but two messages. I’d forgotten I’d received a message earlier.

There was no ID for the first message. It was simply an address, nothing more. I smiled to myself. Joe or Ralph had a conscience. 

I looked at the second message and read it. Josephson had not followed my directions and left town. I was glad he hadn’t. I messaged him back ordering him again to vanish until he heard from me.

I hoped the lead he’d gotten from the sick miners didn’t cost him his life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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TWO CLEAR TUBES PROTRUDED from Toby's chest. One had globules of blood draining slowly. The other appeared to serve no purpose. Past experience told Father Nathan it was to allow air to escape from Toby's chest cavity so he could inflate his lung and breath.

Not that Toby was inflating his lung on his own. It was more accurate to say one of the devices surrounding his broken body was inflating his lung for him. The nurses had told him it was a miracle Toby had survived long enough to make it to surgery. It was also good fortune the best chest surgeon in Capital City had been available along with a renowned orthopedic surgeon.

Father Nathan prayed fervently the skilled hands of the two surgeons had not simply delayed death. As he sat and watched over Toby, the priest asked God to give him the words to tell the children in Toby's band of thieves Anna was a murder victim, and Toby nearly killed in an accident. It was a task he had not the strength for.

“Father?”

Father Nathan looked up from his prayers to see Toby's eyes still closed. The steady beep of the machine monitoring his vitals reminded the priest nothing had changed.

“Father?”

This time Father Nathan saw Toby’s lips move. He moved close to Toby’s head and leaned over, bringing his ear close to Toby’s mouth.

“I’m here Toby. Don’t talk. Save your strength so you can heal.”

“The gang?” Toby whispered.

“At the parish dormitory. Miss Alice from Joe’s is with them.”

“She’s good people,” Toby gasped. “I like her.”

“Toby, rest. Don’t talk.”

Toby’s eyes opened and focused on Father Nathan’s face.

“It was a black hover car. Fancy sedan, a Hovertron X-1100. The driver saw me. He hit me on purpose. Tell your friend.”

"I will Toby. I will."

The youth's eyes fluttered quickly, and he closed his eyes.

"He came out of the alley where Anna was. I saw him. I saw him in the Hovertron."

Father Nathan sat up and glanced at the monitors. Nothing had changed. The slow but steady beep continued.

—-
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ALICE STOOD IN THE door of the church dormitory, watching the street cleaners plow the streets clean of snow and trash. She needed to get back to work. Joe was a good man, but he had his limits. Ralph had stopped by and told her Father Nathan had gone to St. Christus Hospital to sit with Toby.

The kids knew something was up and it wasn’t good. They had cleaned up the breakfast Father Nathan had prepared for them and gone back to the living area. With the two older youths, Toby and Anna, missing, the group appeared to be leaderless, not certain what to do.

As Alice watched people walking about, she noticed the slender young woman who’d asked to come in out of the cold. The girl Inspector Sullivan was interested in. Alice waved to attract the girl’s attention, startling her in the process. She stopped and quickly glanced about, checking to see if anyone had noticed Alice’s attempt to gain her attention.

Alice watched as the girl thought the situation over. With a final glance in each direction, the young woman hurried across the street. Once across, she lowered her head and made her way toward the church grounds. Slowing her pace as she approached Alice, the young woman looked about again before finally making her final approach.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Alice apologized.

“It’s okay,” the slender woman replied. “Can I help you?”

“Do you remember me,” Alice asked carefully.

“Yes. You were the waitress at Joe’s who was kind enough to let me get warm when I only had enough money to pay for a cup of coffee.”

Alice smiled and nodded, happy the young woman had remembered.

"I know you don't know me, but I need to go to work. Father Nathan, the parish priest, is at the hospital. The leader of this group of kids, pickpockets, to be honest, was hit by a hover car and the older girl, Anna, was found dead this morning."

“You need someone to stay with them don’t you,” the girl asked.

"Do you mind? I have to work my shift. I can't afford to lose my job. I don't know when Father Nathan will be back. There is food to eat. I am sure it's okay, and you'll be warm. Well, maybe not, but you'll be out of the cold. When my shift is over I'll come back, and you can leave."

Alice watched the stranger search the surroundings again; apparently worried someone was looking for her.

“It would be nice to get out of the cold and have something to eat. Do you promise to come as soon as your shift is over?”

Relieved, Alice nodded yes. “Let me introduce you to the kids. Just be patient with them. They know something bad has happened.”

Alice led the young woman back to where the kids were. She explained she had to go to work but would be back when her shift finished. Relief filled Alice as the kids recognized the girl and warmed up to her quickly. She promised one final time she'd be back as soon as she could.

—-
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MY COMM BUZZED AGAIN. I was starting to hate the thing. Bad news followed by bad news. I fished it out and looked at, a message from Father Nathan.

For once, it was good news. Toby had survived his hit and run, but it was touch and go.

My comm buzzed a second time. Toby had briefly come to and given Father Nathan a description of the hover car that hit him.

I pulled over and turned on my flashing lights, turning my unmarked squad hover car into a marked unit. Other drivers gave me a wide berth. I needed to think for a moment, sort things out. 

The Cowboy was on a spree. More miners were getting sick, and it looked like there was a connection between the two. The dead mining foreman bore the predator's mark, and forensics didn't think it was a copycat.

I had an address in what turned out to be the warehouse district near the spaceport. Manufactured goods, raw and processed ore and anything else shipped from Beta Prime could be found in the district. Space tugs lifted the loaded containers to the freighters waiting in orbit and brought down empty containers or other containers filled with goods for the planet's retailers and wholesalers.

For a third time the blasted comm buzzed. I fished it out and checked. This time I decided to take the call. It was O’Brian. I listened without saying a word. When he’d finished his piece, I broke the link.

More bad news. My I.A. hearing was finally scheduled. They planned to throw me to the wolves tomorrow morning. I let myself wonder for a moment what all I would be blamed for that was not in anyway my fault. Speculating about it did no real good. I was just a scapegoat. I knew it. O’Brian knew it. Everyone involved knew it.

If I wanted to save my hide, I had to make progress on the mess that was the Cowboy case. I also had to make progress on the theft of the melanothorazine or more miners were going to get sick and possibly die. My gut told me if I solved one, I might solve the other.

I looked at the message containing the address for a warehouse. I decided to head there and see what I could find. If that was a dead end, I’d stop somewhere and eat. I was getting hungry. Eating and getting warm would let me clear my mind and think. 

With a flick of my wrist, I killed my flashing lights and merged back into traffic. I took the on ramp to the hoverway and sped toward the center of Capital City and the spaceport. I hoped I'd find something at the warehouse that would make all of this make sense. 

—-
[image: image]


JOE WATCHED A NERVOUS Alice. She was his best waitress, but her nerves were getting the best of her. Alice had gotten several orders wrong and even spilled a drink on a customer. Fortunately, Alice’s personality was such she’d easily smoothed things over, but still. She was a wreck.

He knew the cause. 

The so-called Cowboy had cut up two young girls who were part of a gang of kids in the area. At least that was what the news blogs said. The boy who was their leader and took care of the kids was on life support after a hit and run. At least the new priest was with him. Joe liked Father Nathan. He wasn’t a particularly religious man, but it was good to have someone who looked out for those who needed help and didn’t have anyone to give it to them.

Alice and Ralph didn’t have kids.

The fact someone was killing children in the neighborhood made Joe sick, and he knew it was upsetting Alice. Kids were Alice's weak spot. More than once Joe had seen her sneak leftover food to some street urchin, food that someone hadn't eaten and was going to be thrown out.

“Alice, call it a day. Go check on those kids.”

“You sure Joe?”

“You aren’t doing anyone any good here,” Joe replied with a gruff tone. “Go somewhere and do something useful.”

Alice smiled and wiped her hands on her apron. Joe watched as she hurried into the kitchen and returned wearing her heavy coat. Alice stopped and kissed him on the cheek and smiled. She left quickly without saying another word.

Joe looked at his two bouncers who were grinning at the scene they'd just witnessed. "Either of you says one word, and you're both fired. Got it?"

"Got it, boss," the pair replied, quickly looking away.

—-
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THE WAREHOUSE AT THE address was well constructed. Whoever owned it maintained it. I was surprised there was no activity at the facility. It appeared deserted. I'd walked around the building once and not found an easy way to enter.

I pulled a small device out of my pocket and placed it above the lock on the main door. A second device followed, and I put it directly on the lock. I could have forced the door, but without a warrant, anything I found wouldn't be admissible. On the other hand, a warehouse with its main entrance open just begged for a search to see if anything was wrong.

It took exactly three seconds for the two devices to unlock the door. Not even the best forensic expert could prove I’d picked the locks. I just loved these gismos. I’d lifted them off a dead burglar years ago. He’d made the mistake of breaking in while a jealous homeowner was waiting for his wife’s lover to arrive. One phase blast to the chest and it was over.

I pulled the door shut behind me and waited a few seconds for my cybernetic eye to adjust to the light. The warehouse, to my surprise, was empty. Either somebody was playing me, or I'd gotten here too late.

Still, I was here. 

An hour later I’d been through most of the entire place and had not found one single thing. That alone told me something. Whatever had been here was something nobody wanted any trace of its existence left behind. I walked to the center of the warehouse and changed vision in my right eye from normal to infrared. Moving slowly in a circle, I scanned the entire surface of the floor.

In the far back, a rectangle roughly the size of a standard military coffin had a different temperature than the surrounding floor. I walked over quickly and was irritated I hadn’t noticed it during my initial search. Somebody had dug a hole in the original foundation, buried something and replaced the foundation material. 

Whoever had done the patch job had done a decent job. Just walking through and glancing at the floor was not enough to notice the repair. The difference in the repair material and the original was just different enough that each had a different heat signature.

In general, I’m always happy with my cybernetic eye. I’d rather have the eye I was born with, but things being what they are, the one I had was a good replacement. Just this once though, I wished I had ground penetrating radar. Still, something was down there. I pulled out my comm and established a link to forensics.

“Yeah, this is Inspector Sullivan. I need a team on location. I may have a buried body in the foundation of a warehouse.”

I listened to the officer on the line for a moment ask questions I didn’t want to answer. First, I gave the address to the warehouse. Then I pressed my luck with the story I had found the place open and had come in to check for theft or vandalism. In the process, I’d found what could be a burial site.

The guy was annoyed, but he bought my story, or enough of it, to promise to get the warrant and have a crew out there in an hour. He broke the link.

I had an hour to find something else that would possibly tie things together. I made another complete circuit of the building and found nothing. On my third circuit, I focused on the walls. Like a lot of commercial structures like this, the owner had not invested in interior wall surfacing, leaving the insulation and steel-supporting infrastructure exposed.

And there it was, sitting on a steel crosspiece about 1.5 meters up from the floor, an empty box. As I pulled on latex gloves, I photographed the box with my right eye. It was a box of melanothorazine. A quick glance of the take by date told me it had to be part of the missing shipment that had led to the recent cases of Miner’s Cough.

I’d found the smuggler’s warehouse.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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CHIEF O’BRIAN PUNCHED the comm unit on his desk breaking the link. He’d had about enough of the governor and his attitude. Markeson was worrying him as well. He’d agreed to use Sullivan as a scapegoat for the incompetence of his police department and the myriad of problems he was under the gun from IAPF officials to resolve, corruption being one of them.

Now he was as dirty as everyone else if he let the hearing go as the governor and his cronies planned. O’Brian was starting to think Markeson was positioning him for a fall as well, allowing the bent detective to become the Chief of Police on Beta Prime.

O'Brian reflected on how he had come to find himself in this position. He didn't think of himself as a bent cop. It was just that somewhere along the way he'd gone along to get along, to make a hard job a little easier. Now Sullivan was going to be sacrificed,  possibly framed. Innocent of the accusations made.

It was not possible to stop the hearing. It had to be held regardless because of the shooting. But O’Brian decided he could certainly level the playing field a bit for Sullivan. A quick search of the database provided the Chief the information he was looking for.

O’Brian locked the door to his office and opened the safe in the floor beneath his desk. O’Brian removed a one time only comm and sat it on his desk. He typed in the message to Sullivan, entered Sullivan’s code and hit send. In less than a second a link was established, the link sent, broken and the comm melted its sim card.

—-
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THE BEEPING OF THE monitors picked up pace waking Father Nathan from his troubled repose. Nurses ran into the room and began poking and prodding Toby's unconscious form. More beeping joined the cacophony, alarming the priest. The nurses simply kept working swiftly and with confidence, injecting Toby with first one medication and then another.

Father Nathan watched in morbid fascination as the medical staff went about their tasks. The horrible beeping stopped suddenly, replaced by an even worse sound. A continuous mechanical wailing that varied neither in tone or note. It simply cried out its terrible sound.

—-
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COLD HAD SEEPED IN through her heavy coat, chilling Alice to her core. She shut the door to the entrance of the church dormitory behind her and stomped her feet, scattering snow and mud about on the floor of the mudroom. She pulled off her gloves and blew on her hands, trying to warm them. In the short walk from Joe’s to the parish church, the sudden cold front had robbed Alice of her warmth, chilling her to match her gloomy mood. 

The stinging pain in her fingers told Alice the circulation in her hands was returning. She pulled off her hat and hung it on one of the many pegs in the mudroom. Hurriedly, Alice stuffed her gloves in the pockets of her coat and hung it up as well, leaving on only her jacket she’d worn underneath her coat.

Children's laughter floated from back in the sleeping area of the dormitory. Alice made her way quickly back to the area. To her surprise, the children were all sitting in a circle, playing some game she didn't recognize. Standing behind the circle was the young woman, a broad smile stretched across her face as she watched the children play.

Alice realized she'd never seen the girl smile before. Taking a good look at the girl's face, Alice realized she was quite pretty under the dirt. Not wishing to disrupt the happy moment, Alice simply watched in silence. Without warning, the young woman looked in Alice's direction. The broad, beautiful smile vanished instantly, replaced with the familiar haunted look that usually occupied the girl’s countenance. Casting a quick glance at the children playing, the girl walked silently toward Alice.

Alice smiled, hoping to place the girl at ease. “They seem more relaxed. Did you teach them that game?”

The girl nodded and glanced back. Without looking at Alice, the girl whispered, "I fed them. Just sandwiches but they didn’t complain. I made myself a sandwich too, if that’s okay.”

“I’m sure Father Nathan wouldn’t mind, especially since you were watching the kids while he was away.”

The girl glanced at Alice, looking the older woman in the eye before looking down at her feet. “How is the boy? He’s their leader.”

"I don't know. Father Nathan is still at the hospital, so I'd have to say it's pretty serious."

Wrapping her arms around herself, the girl just nodded in agreement. With no warning, she began walking toward the hallway. Pausing for a moment, she looked over her shoulder at Alice.

"I'm going to leave now. If you need me to, I can come back tomorrow and watch the kids. I don't mind."

“That would be good. I have to work both shifts tomorrow. If you could be here before 0500 that would be a big help. I don’t know when Father Nathan is going to be back. I am sure it would be okay if you ate with the kids.”

The girl nodded her agreement and vanished from sight. A minute later the bang of the door to the mudroom opening and shutting filtered into the sleeping area. Alice realized she’d never asked the girl her name.

—-
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NIGHTFALL HAD COME and with it a cold front. Not a bad one. It wasn't dumping a lot of snow and frozen rain. It was just bitterly cold, and the wind was picking up. The forensics unit had confirmed two things for me. The box I'd found was indeed part of the shipment of melanothorazine that had disappeared. Interestingly enough, it had yet to be reported as stolen.

I’d been standing in the cold, just outside the main entrance thinking about that one fact and the implications of it when the techs confirmed the second fact I was already sure of. The repair in the floor contained a body, probably female. Based on the condition of the material used to patch the foundation, the tech estimated the body had been buried there just over two years ago. He’d have to run more tests back at the lab to be certain, but it was a good enough guess for now.

I told him to make sure the box was duly noted and logged into the evidence room at his precinct. Not mine. I was certain if I logged it into evidence it would disappear within hours. I also told the tech not to mention it to anyone. Just fill out the paperwork and let it go at that. He looked at me with a knowing look and nodded. He got the point. That box was evidence somebody would want to make disappear.

It had been an awful day, and I was beat. I decided to head for Joe's to grab a bite to eat and then sleep for a couple of hours. Time was precious, and I could sense it. If I didn't break something soon, it was all going to fall apart.  I needed something to break my way.  

The Cowboy and the disappearance of the meds were connected. They had to be. Why else would the Cowboy kill and brand the foreman Tim Johnson? The Cowboy was a true, evil predator. He singled out prey that was weaker, that could not fight back. Taking on a mining foreman deviated from the pattern of selecting females. Johnson no doubt had been in his share of brawls. 

Selling an entire shipment of meds intended to prevent an outbreak of a dread disease would not bother the Cowboy in the slightest. He probably liked the idea of profiting financially while others suffered a horrible death as a result of his actions.

My stomach growled, reminding me again I was hungry and tired. I talked to the forensics crew one final time, checked the warrant they’d managed to obtain and assured myself again it would hold up. I waved goodbye and hurried through the cold wind to my hover car.

I sat and let the vehicle warm-up before I headed out. Josephson had told me it was a good idea to do so when the temperatures dropped suddenly. Cold hover cars were known to lose their air cushion and bottom out without warning occasionally. The results of which were usually not pretty.

My comm had regularly been buzzing for the last two hours, and I had been ignoring it with the same degree of regularity. Hoping whoever was calling would just give up. Not the smartest thing to do, but I was irritated. I had a bad feeling the brass was about to drop the hammer on me.

The buzzing wasn’t going to stop, so I gave in and fished my comm out of my pocket. A quick glance told me it was another anonymous message, not a caller. Different comm number than the message that led me to the warehouse.

I read the text and got one of those sinking feelings you get in the pit of your stomach when hearing bad news. 

The brass planned to surprise me in the morning with my Internal Affairs review of the deadly force incident when I'd arrived at the spaceport. The Administration, and whoever was pulling their strings, planned to drop a bomb on me.

The public had taken notice of the Cowboy’s work. Pressure from the media and the wealthy citizens had to be driving the Governor, Mayor and Chief O’Brian crazy. Time to find a scapegoat. 

The outbreak of Miner’s Cough had to be kept under wraps as well. If that wasn’t possible, I figured they’d hang that one on me too. My sinking feeling got worse when I remembered the two missing security guards Josephson and I had brought in. 

They were probably dead, frozen stiff and waiting for the comm link that would lead beat cops to their bodies. The mere thought of being framed for their deaths made my pulse race. I had to get this together. Not just because it was my job, the right thing to do. I had to save my own skin.

I glanced down to reread the warning. I noticed another line of text and scrolled down further. I found some interesting reading. Very interesting. I’d be late getting to Joe’s for that bite to eat.

—-
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HE HAD NOT HEARD FROM any of his partners in the “enterprise.” A quick glance at the chronometer on his desk told him most of the workers in the beautiful, clean government building would be departing soon. Usually, he preferred not to be bothered by his partners. They were a distraction at best, a nuisance to be tolerated. It wasn't like he didn't have plenty of work to do. Legitimate work.

The problem was, serving as the Financial Comptroller of the planetary territorial government would never make him wealthy. Not to the degree he deserved to be. When approached by his partners, it had been an easy decision to make. They needed his accounting skill and access to government property to make their profitable little scheme work. He needed their connections with smugglers and black marketers.

For a long time, their little arrangement had worked. Each of the partner’s off planet bank accounts had grown nicely. What he hadn’t counted on was the stress his “second job” would cause. Stress that had grown into rage.

If they had just recognized the fact he had the most stressful job of all the partners it would have eased the anger. But the others were too blinded by their greed and arrogance to see he was the key player in their little enterprise. 

At first, the rage had bothered him. Unable to talk about it, not even to his wife, the pressure had become too great. He’d gone for a walk in an effort to calm down, to let the freezing temperatures of Capital City work their magic on his rage. But the stupid woman just wouldn’t get out of his way. He hadn’t meant to lose his temper and strike her with the handle of his cane. 

But he had. And he found that he liked it. The pressure and rage were gone in that one single, clarifying moment. He'd glanced about, but nobody had seen him. Suddenly worried he'd be caught he fled the scene and returned to his office. The sounds of police hover cars approaching reminded him CCTV cameras must have recorded the murder.

Using his security clearance, he poked around in the files until he found what he was looking for. In a matter of seconds the digital video of his crime was gone. Using hacking skills developed during his college days to change grades, he destroyed every trace he’d been in the CCTV databanks. 

As the days passed, his stress began to build again as he worried about getting caught. Weeks passed, and the pressure again had become almost unbearable, leading him to snap at his wife and children. Even worse he was rude to his secretary, an act he considered intolerable, the behavior of lesser people.

The relief he'd felt when Markeson had told him the case was being moved on to the Cold Case files had been tangible. That night he'd killed a homeless woman. This time he'd made sure there was no CCTV. The kill after that one had been when he began to think of himself as a predator and his victims as prey. His fifth kill was the first to bear the brand, his mark. The Cowboy had been born long before the media had finally given him his name.

Once again, the pressure and rage were building up. The Cowboy sensed his partners were angry with him. They had no right to be. He’d made them all so much money. But things were a bit tense. Everything would be okay if they just remained calm. The payday for selling the entire shipment would be more than each of them would earn in five or six years. So what if a few irrelevant miners died as a result? They were nothing more than prey animals. Animals to be hunted by alpha predators like him.

He decided it was time. Time to change things. He'd been planning for a long time to change his life and now might be the time to do it. The Cowboy didn't like having to rush things, but events were forcing his hand. If his partners were going to betray him, he'd see to it their partnership was dissolved.

He smiled at the thought for a moment before he felt the pangs of despair. He liked his wife. So long as she had all the money she wanted she didn’t nag him. In fact, he’d discovered by hiring a private investigator she didn’t even cheat on him. She was still attentive and willing in bed. But, for his plan to work, he’d have to deal with her. He would have to travel fast and travel light.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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MARKESON WAS WORRIED despite the arrangements for Sullivan's hearing. The three Internal Affairs officers all owed him. He had dirt on two, and the third one owed him money. Sullivan though, was an unknown quantity. Markeson realized the man had survived for years despite the controversy that followed him from one duty posting to another. Survivors like Sullivan had to be dealt with carefully.

Pressure from the public to catch the Cowboy was mounting. Markeson doubted they would be able to suppress the news of an outbreak of Miner's Cough. Sullivan had to take the fall for both, and the hearing was the perfect way to hang it all on the Inspector. He’d take care of the Cowboy himself the first opportunity he had after the hearing. 

Markeson smiled at the thought. A little publicity for taking out a serial killer wouldn’t hurt him at all. Especially after Sullivan had taken a fall for failing to do the job. That was all Markeson needed to make his decision. He pulled out a burner comm and sent the message he'd typed in earlier but not posted the link for. 

It would be only a few hours before the bodies of the two guards would be found west of Capital City. Two murder charges should be enough to finish even Sullivan off.

—-
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SARAH HURRIED DOWN the street. She didn’t care which direction she traveled so long as it was away from the church. For just a moment she'd let her guard down with the kids, and it frightened Sarah. Watching the children had been nice. It reminded Sarah of her two sisters and the fun they used to have. Alice’s return reminded Sarah just how dangerous it was to let your guard down for even a moment.

The pain came back in waves, reminding Sarah of the anguish she experienced over the death of her sister. The sheer horror when the monster had come for them. The guilt she felt that she had escaped and her sister had not.

Sarah had vowed to find her other sister. She'd also vowed never to feel pain and guilt like she'd experienced ever again. That meant being ever vigilant. Never getting close to anyone ever again. Not until she found her sister.

Tracing her surviving sister to Beta Prime had been a challenge. The monster was still alive and hunting Sarah, hunting her sister. Life had taught Sarah a cruel lesson. Monsters were everywhere. It didn't matter where she went. There would be a predator who looked at her and saw prey.

Watching the kids had been a mistake. She'd let her guard down, especially when she'd taught them the game. Sarah stood among a throng of people waiting for the traffic light to change in order to cross the icy street. The cold wind stung her face, making her shiver. Confusion clouded Sarah's mind. The pain of loneliness had driven Sarah to let her guard down. It was a pain she had never expected to feel. Everything she had learned told Sarah her sister lived somewhere in the southeast quadrant of Capital City. Sarah also knew how hard it was to find someone who did not want to be found.

Hiding in plain sight was a skill Sarah had developed in order to survive. As she walked down the street among the throng of people, she sensed a predator again would hunt her again and soon. Her troubled thoughts turned to the tall, scarred police Inspector. Confusion entered her mind again. Sarah did not know why she’d gone to his place and waited for him. Why she’d left the message chip for him. 

—-
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I BRACED MYSELF FOR the short walk from the subway station to my place. I needed to eat, sleep and think. Rest was a weapon. I had to think, plan for the hearing in the morning. 

The harsh, cold wind was bracing and helped me clear the fog in my mind. I hurried past Joes, missing the warm and friendly comfort of the now familiar place. Even the neutral grunt from my landlady as I breezed through the lobby toward the stairs was growing familiar and comfortable.

In a short time, I’d put down some shallow roots. I wasn’t going to let whoever was behind the smuggling operation drop me in the sewer to cover up his tracks. I decided right then if I were going down, I would go down swinging and take as many of them with me as possible.

Whoever “them” turned out to be.

I let myself in and quickly locked the entrance. A quick sweep for bugs told me I was alone and could think aloud if I wanted to. I sat down at the small desk I’d gotten for my bedroom and looked at my laptop. Resting on the device was the message chip she’d given me. My mystery girl who haunted me.

The fog came back, and I shook my head hard to clear my mind. It had to be nothing more than a coincidence that she looked so familiar. With the trillions of humans and humanoids living in the galaxy, there had to be other women who looked the same.

I had to be ready. The last time I went before an Internal Affairs Review Board was for a similar situation. Similar, except I wasn’t quick enough on the draw.

A monster who’d tortured and killed dozens before I put him down took one more innocent life before my eyes.

I’d made the mistake of hesitating. A split second was all it took. He saw it in my eyes, the hesitation, the fear I might hit the woman. The monster smiled as he slit her throat from ear-to-ear.

It was the last thing he ever did. I put a kinetic round through his right eye, blowing the back of his head off. He was dead before he hit the ground, pulling the dying girl down on top of him. She looked me right in the eye, gasping and making gurgling sounds as she bled out.

Before her soul departed, her eyes told me she didn’t blame me. So I blamed myself.

Not just for her death either. I blamed myself for the last three victims. Teenage girls who’d one way or another wound up on the gritty streets of New Bangkok on Cigna III. I’d been assigned to the case to clean up the mess the other detectives had made.

If I’d been quicker in putting it all together and figuring out who the monster was, those three girls would be alive. Their lives wouldn’t have ended in unspeakable horror and agony.

The police shrink said I shouldn't blame myself. The high profile case had been screwed up long before I the reins were put in my hands. It ended a lot of careers and almost finished mine. Hesitating before taking a precision shot like the one I’d made was natural.

What she didn’t realize was my cybernetic eye was also a precision targeting mechanism. I hadn’t missed a shot since the Space Marine surgeons outfitted me with it. I was even banned from shooting competitions.

I looked at the message chip and picked it up.

She’d taken a big risk to give it to me. I owed it to her to at least look at it. Guilt began to roll over me in waves. I should have looked at it when I got up that morning.

I booted up my computer and inserted the message chip. In a second an image of my mystery girl appeared. She was somewhere dark and nervous as a cornered space rat. I adjusted the volume and hit play.

—-
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I DON'T KNOW YOUR NAME. I don't even know why I made this message. You frighten me, but I watch. I watch all the time. There are...bad people everywhere. I don't know for sure, but I think you aren't one of those. Alice...at Joe's...she seems to like you. I watch through the windows, and you don't see me. I don't like it when people see me.

The priest seems to like you, and I think he is a good man. He tries to help the street kids. So I'm going to take a chance. I know you're a cop and cops are supposed to keep monsters from hurting people.

She paused and looked around before continuing. There is a monster in Capital City.

I didn’t see him kill the younger girl. I only heard her scream. But I saw him put the older one in his hover car. I know he’s going to do horrible things to her. Monsters do that.

Tears appeared in her eyes and ran down her cheeks. I know.

The words chilled me to my core. Some pervert, some sick psycho perverted monster had hurt her, and somehow she'd escaped.

I only saw the monster from behind. He’s the same size as the taxi driver but thicker, more muscular. His hair is slicked back with lots of stuff in it to keep the wind from messing it up. He...he had nice clothes. I could see that much. A really expensive coat, it was stylish and looked warm. I’m sorry I didn’t see more of him, but I did get a good look at his hover car before it disappeared into the fog.

I can tell you about it. She paused, an even more distraught expression appeared on her face. I wish I knew more about hover cars. I know this. It’s expensive and black. I think it’s a Hovertron. I don’t know what kind.

He saw me. I know he did. He's hunting me, and that's why he killed the other girls. She paused again, uncertain if she should continue. I should leave Beta Prime. But I can’t. I lost one sister. I have to find my other sister. She’s all I have left. I tracked her to Capital City. I can’t leave until I find her. Please, find this monster. Make it safe so I can find my sister. People hunt for me. I don’t need a monster hunting me too.

The image stopped, frozen on the screen.

Her face, her hair, it all haunted me. Against my better judgment, I opened up a file I’d promised myself I would never watch again. I played the video and stopped it. Right before the perp slit her throat. I’d seen her in my nightmares over and over since that day, in one strange form or another. I looked at the image and looked back at the picture on the screen.

It was possible. I hoped not, but it was possible.

My comm buzzed. As usual, the thing irritated me. I fished it out and glanced at it. Father Nathan was calling. Him I would talk to.

“Father.”

“Toby’s dead.”

The news hit me hard. Another death.

“I’m sorry.” Not much but I didn’t know what else to tell the man.

“Before he died Toby identified the hover car that hit him. I want you to know so you can find who did it.”

Immediately, I knew what car had hit Toby.

“It was a late model black Hoverton.”

“Yeah,” Father Nathan replied, surprised I’d known the type of hover car that had hit Toby. “He said it was a Hovertron X-1100. I’m not that into cars so I took his word for it.”

I sighed. It felt like the entire mass of the galaxy was pressing down on me. “It gets worse Father. I got a tip from an informant. The driver is the perp who killed Anna and Lucy.”

Father Nathan broke the link.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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JOSEPHSON SAT AND WATCHED the snow accumulate on the hoverway from his hotel room. He understood Sully’s desire to keep him safe. He'd realized in his short time with the veteran Inspector just how little he really knew about being a cop let alone a detective. In fact, in many ways he was naïve. Given the fact he'd picked up how intensely Sully disliked Markeson, he began to wonder if Markeson had fudged his detective scores so in order to promote him. Young and naïve he'd make an easy scapegoat.

Sitting there doing nothing was getting old. He had no doubt Sully was up to something, working toward breaking the cases they were working on while he sat it out in the safety of a hotel in a suburb just east of the Northeast Quadrant of Capital City, the best part of town.

Fishing out his comm, he entered Sully's number and established a link, sending his superior a short message. As soon as he hit send, he realized Sully would probably just ignore him. He closed the curtain and sat down on the bed and wondered how long Sully would keep him hiding away for his own safety.

Josephson's comm buzzed, and he looked at it where it lay, on the table by the window. He reached for it and looked at the message. He smiled. Maybe Sully trusted him a little after all.

—-
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ALICE AWOKE WITH A start. Cold air came wafting through the entrance to the sleeping area in the dormitory. It was clear from the sound of footsteps approaching, whoever was coming making no effort to hide their approach. Father Nathan's tall form entered the room to Alice's relief.

“I’m sorry. I’ve startled you,” the priest whispered.

“It’s okay. The children are sleeping.”

Despair rolled off Father Nathan as the weary priest lowered himself slowly into a chair next to Alice.

“Toby passed away. There was too much damage.”

Alice reached for the priest’s hand and squeezed it. Father Nathan pulled his hand away, a sad, faint smile appearing as he did so.

"I came to this planet, to this parish, to help kids like these. To help build a sense of community where people take care of each other. It is one of God's greatest commandments, to love one another as we would love ourselves. And now three of the children I wanted to help are dead. Killed by some vile, evil monster who preys on those who can't defend themselves."

“Father, before you came, nobody cared about these kids. The people in the neighborhood would just as soon see them in prison or have them simply vanish. Problem solved.”

“Alice, you’re kind. But it doesn’t change the fact I failed those kids.”

“Father, that predator would have killed them whether you are here or not. Now, at least the others will be cared for. Toby and Anna were the oldest, weren’t they?”

“Yes,” was the sad reply.

“They took care of the younger ones. Maybe God sent you here because this would happen.”

The priest smiled at Alice’s kind words. The act revealed just how deep the lines around his eyes were, how weather-beaten his face was. As she gazed at the wounded man’s face, Alice noticed for the first time the myriad of small scars along his left jawline and the crook in his nose from being broken a few too many times.

“Alice, would you watch the children a little bit longer. I need to be alone for a bit. I don’t know how I’m going to tell them Toby is gone and that Anna and Lucy won’t be coming back either.”

“Need to pray to God?” Alice asked gently.

Father Nathan stood up and gazed at Alice, the easy smile vanishing from his face. “More like shake my fist at my Creator and vent my rage at the injustice of it all.”

Surprised by the Father’s harsh reply, Alice tilted her head to the side in puzzlement. “Is that an appropriate thing for a priest to do?”

"It won't be the first time Alice. Probably won't be the last either. But He understands. I'm not angry for myself." Father Nathan turned to leave. He stopped at the entrance to the sleeping area. "They were just kids, Alice. Evil like this is beyond me. I can't explain it, and I'll never understand why it happens. If I can't vent my rage to God and expect Him to listen, then my faith means nothing. I need Him to listen, to hear even if He doesn't answer or explain why."

—-
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SARAH LEANED AGAINST the heating unit wrapped in the blanket she’d taken from Sullivan’s place. She didn’t think he would mind. The warmth from the heating unit combined with her coat and two other blankets she’d been able to bring with her from the St. Gabriel almost kept Sarah warm. She’d seen Father Nathan return from the hospital. His body language told her young Toby had not survived his encounter with the monster. She was glad the priest had convinced the younger members of the gang of pickpockets to stay at the church. It was too cold for them to be out in the neighborhood without the older kids to watch out for them.

A taxi pulled up and stopped, slowly setting down on the pavement beneath it. It would be Ralph, Alice’s husband. Sarah watched as Alice ran out from the dormitory and leaned over to speak to Ralph through the window. They spoke for several minutes before Alice returned the way she had come.

Sarah smiled as Ralph sat in his taxi alone. She knew Alice would win the argument. It only took four minutes for Ralph to give in and get out of his taxi. He locked it up and hurried in out of the cold, following Alice back into the dormitory. 

—-
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THE COWBOY LOOKED DOWN at the mess on the rug in his bedroom. It saddened him, but it was necessary. He could not take his wife and children with him. The trophies he’d taken would have to do.

He'd packed everything he was going to take and moved it to the foyer for pickup in the morning to a freight forwarding company. Once he'd established himself on a new planet, he'd have his possessions and treasures forwarded to himself.

The Cowboy had finished with the financial work. His accounts had been moved, the money hidden. Since his partners intended to betray him, betray his efforts on their behalf, he'd decided they should each pay a severance fee. He’d taken twenty-five percent of their funds from the accounts they believed he knew nothing about. 

The Cowboy smiled at the expressions of shock and rage he imagined on his partners’ faces when they learned about the generous “severance package” they’d given him. Of course, if time permitted, he’d tell them to their faces before he slit their throats.

Unfortunately, time was something he did not have much of at the moment. The Cowboy checked himself in the mirror and adjusted his decorative neck piece one final time. He glanced at the chronometer chip in his left forearm. 

Twenty-four hours. He was up to the challenge. He’d given himself twenty-four hours to find the special one. If he were the supreme predator he knew himself to be, he'd find his precious prey and take a trophy from her dead remains.

He slipped his best great coat on and checked the pockets. Everything was where it should be. He was armed and ready for the hunt. A quick check of his comm to see if his ticket was ready and to confirm it was time to leave his house for the final time. 

Pausing by the door, he glanced about a last time, making certain everything was in order. He picked up his cane and pressed the metal band around the grip, testing it. Within seconds his unique brand appeared, rising from the metal end piece that normally concealed. Heat and red light glaring as the branding iron reached its peak temperature.  He released the pressure on the trigger and watched as the branding iron quickly cooled and receded back into its housing disappearing from view.

He opened the front door, stepped out, pulled it to and vanished into the night.

—-
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BRUSHING THE SNOW OFF his coat and stomping his feet to loosen any snow or ice still adhering to his boots, Josephson looked about one final time before slipping into the little-used entrance to his precinct. He walked slowly in the dark passages, not wanting to turn on any lights or use his torch. Listening for other officers on duty wandering about doing their jobs allowed Josephson to avoid anyone noticing him.

He slipped into the detective's area and sat down in his cubicle. In seconds his computer booted up, and he entered the access code Sully had given him. Thirty minutes later he had found what Sully needed to know. He’d written down the information on an old-fashioned paper pad and not his tablet. Sully’s paranoia had rubbed off on him a little bit. Josephson realized there was no way to know if his police force issued tablet had been compromised or not.

Displaying the same degree of caution he’d used to enter the precinct, Josephson made his way out. He walked the three blocks to a cab stand and took a hover cab back to his hotel.

The entire trip had taken him a little over three hours. He slipped into his room and checked it. He was alone. A quick sweep for surveillance devices verified he could talk to Sully.

Josephson pulled out the burner comm he’d hidden before leaving and entered Sully’s number. Sully’s gruff response told him he’d awakened his boss. To Josephson’s surprise, he felt a bit of satisfaction in causing the older detective some discomfort by waking him at that miserable hour of the morning.

“You better have something for me,” Sully groused.

“You are not going to believe what I found out,” Josephson blurted out. “That database is amazing.”

“Well? Aren’t you going to tell me?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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MARKESON PULLED HIS hover car up to the valet in the underground parking of the government building. Without a word he left the car hovering for the valet as he entered the building, ignoring the officer on duty.

Within minutes he exited the elevator and walked quickly down the hall to the secluded, private meeting room. He entered immediately and let the door shut with a bang behind him. It was long past time he take charge.

“Glad to see everyone is here,” Markeson said briskly, nodding to the three men sitting at the meeting table.

Governor Rankin frowned at the sudden entrance by Markeson. Mayor Xue sat in silence, concern, and stress etched on his face. The ever irritable and emotional Devereaux jumped to his feet and began to pace.

“You’re late Detective. We don’t pay you to be late,” the trillionaire snapped.

“No,” Markeson growled. “You pay me to take care of problems. Problems one of your own caused. If the solution of those problems doesn’t fit your neat agenda for the day, too bad.”

“Quit bickering. There’s plenty of time to point fingers later,” Rankin snapped. “Convince me this hearing is going to work.”

Markeson sat down and glared at Devereaux until the man stopped pacing and took a seat.

“Understandably, the media has been making a big deal about this serial killer, The Cowboy. Sullivan has been the Inspector of record since he caught one of the murders and I left him in charge. So, he will get the blame for not making an arrest.”

“That has nothing to do with our problem,” Devereaux protested. “This Sullivan is getting too close to our operation!”

“It has everything to do with our problem,” Markeson said quietly. “The killer, this Cowboy, is the source of both problems.”

Markeson kept his face blank as he observed the shocked expressions on the faces of his partners. “It would seem our esteemed friend killed a certain mining foreman who talked to Sullivan and couldn’t resist leaving his mark.”

The bent detective paused to let his words sink in for full impact.

“It get’s better. It turns out there have been more deaths. Three more miners died of the cough yesterday evening. That investigation is also Sullivan’s,” Markeson informed the men with a smirk.

“He arrested two guards from Mine Number Two. Both were men on our “payroll” so to speak.”

The Mayor’s face turned white at the revelation. “Have they talked?”

“No, and they won’t. Because they can’t.”

“What do you mean,” Mayor Xue stuttered.

"What do you think I mean," Markeson replied, his tone low and menacing. "I handled it myself. The bodies will be found early today before the hearing starts. The booking records show Sullivan brought them in. Everything points to him.”

Staring at the ceiling with the fingertips of both hands pressed together, Governor Rankin spoke firmly. “I still don’t see how this solves our problem?”

“Simple. We’re going to show Sullivan is a bent cop. He popped our boy Zeke in the spaceport so he could horn in on the smuggling. How did he know to pop Zeke? Irrelevant. He’s a cop, so he could have figured things out off world. Sullivan’s been too busy trying to handle the smuggling to do his real job, catch a serial killer. The two guards wouldn't play ball, so he got rid of them."

“Do you have any idea how crazy that sounds,” Devereaux blurted out, jumping up to resume his pacing.

"Yes and that's the beauty of it. We paint Sullivan as bent, incompetent and uncaring about the citizens of our beautiful city. Hanging the death of the two guards on him takes care of his poking around in our business and paints him as a psychotic killer himself."

“None of this has anything to do with the actual hearing today,” Devereaux protested. “My daughter was legitimately traumatized by this madman Sullivan. Zeke was merely negotiating for a restructuring of his share of the operation, be it an extreme method of doing so."

“Yeah, and Sullivan did us a favor by blowing his brains out,” Markeson snapped. “I didn’t spend a month following that stimhead around on the Rim Planets sniffing out his contacts just to leave him around to cause problems.”

Governor Rankin redirected his gaze to the men in the meeting room, fixing each one at a time with his hard stare. “What about his partner?”

“He won’t be a problem,” Markeson answered.

“Make this work Markeson.”

“Governor, by the time the hearing is over and the media has been filled in, the good people of Capital City and Beta Prime will be screaming for Inspector Sullivan’s head.”

“The media?” Devereaux glared at Markeson. “Not one word of what you plan on having the media tell the people is true!”

“Devereaux,” Rankin laughed cynically, “the media’s job is not to uncover the truth and report it. Their job is to tell the public what we, the elites, want the people to think.”

Some of the color began to return to Xue’s face upon hearing Rankin’s words. “Yes, it will work. The media will shape the public’s opinion. All that matters is the story be entertaining. The truth comes in handy only in the details of the telling of the story.”

“You see, Mr. Devereaux,” Markeson added, “There is plenty of blood and gore for the little people to focus their attention on. Even better, that part of the story is true.” 

Governor Rankin checked his chronometer. “Gentlemen, if Captain Markeson is true to his word, that leaves us with only one additional problem to resolve.”

—-
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PAULO, THE OLDEST REMAINING boy in the group, watched with interest as the priest Toby had entrusted the kids to cooked breakfast. Long ago Paulo had learned to read people. It made it easier to identify the easy marks.

The priest’s heart was heavy laden.

Paulo knew then Toby would not be coming back to lead them. Neither would Anna or Lucy.

Standing slowly, the boy walked over to the priest without making a sound. His gentle touch of Father Nathan’s elbow startled the priest. He smiled at the boy for a brief second and turned away, fearful his sadness would show through before he was ready to tell the children.

“It’s okay Father Nathan,” Paulo said gently. “Toby knew what he was doing. Every time we leave to work the streets we all know it could be our last day. Anna knew it. Lucy knew it. It’s not your fault.”

The priest dropped the wooden spatula he was using to scramble eggs and sank slowly to the floor, sobbing, letting some of the sorrow and pain out. The kindness of Paulo’s words broke his will to continue the fight to control his emotions.

—-
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I FINALLY GAVE UP TRYING to get any sleep. My mind was racing with the new evidence and the possibilities suggested. I got up and headed for the shower. I figured a little hot water might help me sort things out.

I also wanted to avoid dreaming and could only do that by not going to sleep. The message from the young woman I'd been trying to find cut deep. It brought back painful memories I tried hard to bury and keep hidden.

Just how similar the two shootings were was not lost on me. In fact, I’d realized the tragedy caused by my hesitation was why I never gave the perp a chance at the spaceport in Capital City.

It came to me in that moment of clarity how I would mount my defense at the hearing just a few hours from now. I stepped out of my shower and dripping wet went into my room to get my comm. 

Three comm links later and everything was ready. If luck was on my side and Josephson was any kind of an officer, a lot of things would be resolved before the end of the day.

I dried off in a hurry and got dressed. I still had some last minute details to take care of before I left for what would either be a fair inquiry or my final show trial.

—-
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HE HATED THE INJUSTICE of it all. She was to be his special prey, his alone. His masterpiece. Now he had to rush the hunt, ruining his opportunity to savor the hunt, the kill. He thought for a moment of suspending his hunt. When enough time passed, he could return. Take his time. She was worthy of a proper hunt. Time with her alone would be special and more than any of the other prey he'd pursued she deserved the respect he would show her before ending it.

Twenty-four hours was the time he’d set for himself. Just over one hour had passed, leaving him less than twenty-three remaining. The Cowboy took another glance at his chronometer and shrugged.

There would be another special one.

He glanced at the horizon, noting the lightening of the sky on the horizon as Beta Prime's sun began to rise. The morning fog, particularly thick this morning, rolled in, wrapping itself around every object, obscuring it from view. Visibility was more limited than usual. Standing across the street, he glanced down the intersection, watching the first battered hover cars leaving the neighborhood, heading for the onramp to the hover way. 

A harsh gust of wind swept down the street, shifting the fog, forcing it to move like a master shooing his dog from a favorite chair. He caught a glimpse of the pinkish red of Joe’s retro signage. It was only for a split second, but it was enough.

The Cowboy glanced in both directions before crossing the street toward Joe's. A second gust of wind parted the fog again as he stepped up on the sidewalk outside Joe's. In the distance, he recognized the determined stride of a particular slender woman.

The hunt had begun.

—-
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“ARE YOU SURE?”

The taller of the two beat cops waved his torch back and forth.

“No, I’m not sure. But the tip said we’d find two stiffs around here.

“Explain to me again why you volunteered us to find these supposed stiffs?”

The taller cop pulled down his fog vision goggles, wincing as the cold form-fitting device closed itself around his facial features.

“I hate these things. They are beyond cold and they give me headaches. It’s no wonder nobody ever uses these things.”

“You still didn’t answer my question,” the shorter officer complained. “There’s a major cold front moving in this morning. Supposed to dump a lot of snow and freezing rain.”

“Exactly,” his partner replied, moving quicker as a result of the fog vision goggles, "and we're going to be inside, filling out lots of paperwork. I might add, doing a better than usual job of writing our reports. I would think it will take our entire shift to do the job properly.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so this morning before we left,” the shorter officer complained.

Not watching where he was going, thinking of getting out of the bitter cold, the shorter officer bumped into the back of his partner.

“What? You find something?”

The taller officer didn't respond. After a moment he slowly pulled the fog vision goggles off, letting them drop to the ground. With equal slowness, he pulled his comm off his shoulder and sent a link.

He spoke slowly in response to the precinct dispatcher’s query.

“Send a forensics unit and the meat wagon to these coordinates,” he said slowly. “Tell them to bring a lot of evidence bags. Who ever did this took his time and tortured the victims. The forensic guys are going to be busy.”

The tall officer broke the link and dropped his comm to the ground, striking the fog vision goggles and rebounding off into the darkness.

“You okay?” the shorter officer asked.

Sounds of retching coming from the fog just inches in front of him answered the short officer’s question.

—-
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WIPING THE SWEAT FROM his hands on his greatcoat, Josephson swallowed and looked at the electronic warrant on his tablet. He'd done as Sully had ordered, waking a judge and explaining the confusing situation. If the raid did not go exactly as planned, his career as a detective would be over before the next morning. Of that, Josephson was certain. Interrupting a judge spending the night with his mistress was a guaranteed way to end a career.

The commander of the tactical team was only slightly less enthusiastic. Launching a raid as a major storm rolled in made a dangerous job even more so. Josephson had never led a raid before, much less participated in one.

Sully was counting on him. Lady Justice was counting on him. Josephson made his decision as he pocketed the warrant and began pulling on his gloves.

"Captain Melancon," he shouted, getting the attention of the tactical unit's commanding officer. He waited as the man took his time strolling over from the large, armored hovercraft they would be taking to the raid site.

“Yes, Sergeant?”

Josephson fought back the surge of anger he felt at hearing the condescending tone of the Captain. He reminded himself the raid had to succeed.

“Captain, this raid has to go off without a hitch.”

“You think so, Detective?” the Captain grunted.

“Look, we both know for that to happen, you need to be in charge, not me.”

Josephson retrieved the warrant device and handed it to Melancon. 

“I just need to be there when the raid goes down. If I find what I’m looking for, I’ve got to secure the evidence and go. I will fill you in on everything I know on the way over. It’s your plan, your raid.”

Surprised by the young detective’s relinquishing of command, Captain Melancon stepped back and appraised Josephson, looking at him in a different light.

“Very well, Sergeant. Wise move on your part, I’ll give you that much credit. Let’s go. This weather is not going to help matters and time is wasting.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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INTERNAL AFFAIRS HEARINGS are no fun. Well, that's not true. They're fun for the Internal Affairs guys. Let's face it. It's their job to catch bad cops and send them to prison. The problem is, experience has taught me that's seldom how things work out. It's not so much the IA cops are crooks themselves as most Internal Affairs departments are highly politicized. They serve the powers that be, not the people of the planet who deserve an honest police force.

I was sent to Beta Prime to clean things up and get a handle on the growing crime problems. Police corruption on the scale I'd been led to believe existed in Capital City meant Internal Affairs was not just politicized, it was as corrupt as the crooked cops it was supposed to catch.

As I walked toward the room my hearing was to be held, I was certain of a few things. First, my hearing was a means to an end. Namely, something had to be covered up. Second, the outcome, unless I could turn things around, had already been determined. Last of all, Markeson was up to his ears in this farce. 

I sat down in the seat for the officer under investigation. I was alone and glad to be that way. If what I had planned failed, I wanted to go down alone. 

Looking around, I began to get a feel for what I was up against. Sitting in the back of the room was Chief O’Brian. He sat staring straight ahead, expressionless and disinterested. I took that as a good sign. At least he was neutral.

Markeson was smiling and walking around, shaking hands with everyone filing in to watch. Just like the slimy, self-centered politician he was. For some reason, my hearing was drawing a lot of attention. Off duty officers who were curious, or who had been ordered to be present, and vultures from the media, there to do the bidding of whoever was orchestrating this farce.

Everyone began to sit down and Markeson made his final rounds among the vultures, making it clear he had a hand in what was about to happen. If I hadn’t been watching Markeson out of the corner of my eye, I would have missed the entry of three individuals.

Devereaux, the man who’d filed the complaint that had turned this fiasco into a full blown hearing instead of a review of use of deadly force, came in and walked to the front and sat down.

The other two quietly made their way to the back of the room and sat down in the corner opposite Chief O'Brian. Their presence made things clearer for me. How often do the governor of a territorial planet and the mayor of a major city come to proceedings like this?

Silence settled over the audience as the door in the far front of the room opened and the three officers who would serve as the tribunal sitting in judgment of me came in and took their seats at the long table in the front of the room. 

I couldn’t help myself. I tried to figure out which two owed Markeson money and which one owed him a favor.

—-
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ALICE WATCHED AS THE children silently carried all of their plates to the large restaurant style sink in the dormitory’s kitchen. The subdued expressions on their faces reflected the acceptance of the horrible news they’d had confirmed that morning.

It angered Alice that children should be so accepting of tragedy. Three of their group had been killed, taken from their midst without warning. Two of them had been the leaders who had looked out for them.

Ralph was sitting with Father Nathan who was holding it together for the moment. The priest had taken the deaths hard, almost like he was personally responsible for the murders. 

The children cleaned off what little bits of food remained on their plates and carefully placed the plates and cutlery in the large dishwasher. When they’d finished the boy Paulo led them back to the dormitory’s sleeping area.

A quick glance at her cheap chronometer reminded Alice it was nearly time for her to start her shift at Joe’s. Ralph needed to be out and about in his taxi. She sat down next to her husband and rested her hand on his.

“We need to get to work Ralph.”

He nodded and stood up.

“I’ll get these dishes, you go on and go.”

Ralph leaned over and kissed Alice on the cheek and nodded in silence to Father Nathan. Alice listened in silence until the sound of a door shutting confirmed Ralph was gone.

“Father, we’ll find a way to help the children. Don’t you go blaming this all on yourself.”

“The children will stay here,” the priest said firmly. “I just have one problem that requires resolving before that situation becomes permanent.”

“Father, I’m not sure I understand,” Alice answered, concerned by the tone of the priest’s reply.

He looked at Alice with a hardness in his eyes that shocked her.

“I don’t want you to. My only quandary at the moment is whether or not I involve our friend the Inspector.”

—-
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SHE SENSED IT, THE presence of a cunning hatred, desiring to do harm. Cold fingers of fog wrapped themselves around her, chilling her to the bone. She’d felt a sinister spirit like this before in Capital City. This time was different. The evil was more focused. She wouldn’t be able to just brush by the manifestation and escape its notice.

It was the same kind of cruel force that always hunted her. Hunted her sisters. She could sense the desire to kill, to cause pain. Sarah’s legs went weak beneath her, causing her to stumble and fall. Reaching out quickly for the building next to her, Sarah stopped her fall. The harsh, rough surface of the plastisteel scraped her bare hands, removing flesh. Alarmed, Sarah thrust her wounded hand into her pocket, fearful the smell of blood might fill the morning air.

Predators could smell blood and this predator was sick with malevolence. It wasn’t simply looking for a meal so it could survive. This predator hunted to feed a diseased hunger. It needed its prey to fear it. To suffer before the end came.

Sarah had no doubt who its prey was.

—-
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IT WAS THE START OF the winter season on Beta Prime. Bad weather was one thing. The fog winter brought with it in Capital City was another. Josephson watched the fog follow the members of the raiding party as they each took up their designated positions. The fog seemed to take on a life of its own with small clouds of fog following each officer like a ghost bent on harming anyone it could.

Josephson watched the eerie display unfold from the safety of the hover unit he’d arrived in. Captain Melancon, the leader of the tactical team making the raid had insisted he stay in the hover unit. Josephson had agreed without arguing the point. As soon as the tactical squad made its way inside, Josephson had no intention of staying put.

Enough of Sully's paranoia had rubbed off on Josephson in the short period of time the two had been partners, that he had no intention of not supervising the collection of evidence once the warehouse had been secured. Sully was convinced somebody on the force was bent and involved in the smuggling of the melanothorazine. That was enough to convince Josephson.

Explosions rocked the warehouse. Flashes of light so bright they were blinding could be seen through windows and cracks around the various doors of the service bays used to receive and ship freight. The flash bangs used by the tactical unit were enough for Josephson to decide to leave the hover unit.

With phase pistol in hand, Josephson ran to the nearest entrance. A black clad member of the tactical squad waited. Josephson stood behind the officer while he watched through the door the squad had breached to make its entrance. Smoke from the flash bangs drifted outside into the cold to mix with the always shifting, searching fog.

Josephson’s patience was almost gone when the officer motioned for him to follow and the pair made their way into the open space of the warehouse. The tactical squad was making short work of rounding up the workers present in the building. Guilty of any wrongdoing or not, they would all be cuffed, collected and made to lie face down in a prone position near the main entrance.

Impressed with the speed and efficiency with which the tactical squad worked, Josephson carefully avoided getting in their way while they concluded the initial phase of the raid. What remained of the smoke had been sucked away by the buildings ventilation system. Groans and verbalization of protests could be heard as well as the concussion effects of the flash bangs wore off and the workers regained their wits.

Still not wanting to draw attention to himself, Josephson decided not to wait for the forensics unit to enter the building and begin the search for evidence of smuggling, in particular, the presence of the stolen melanothorazine.

Wandering alone in the large facility, Josephson made his way over to what appeared to be a large shipment of goods being readied for loading into shipping containers. Examining the manifest of the container that had just been loaded and sealed, he found nothing of note. It appeared it to be loaded with a shipment of small toys manufactured on Beta Prime for sale off world.

The manifest for the second container showed it was to be loaded with the remainder of the shipment and sent to the planet Hermes II, one of the Rim Worlds. He sat the manifest down and began moving toward the next set of containers being loaded for shipment.

After half an hour of searching, Josephson had found no trace of the missing drugs. Frustrated he sat down and leaned back against a loaded and sealed shipping container. 

“I’m missing something obvious,” he muttered aloud. “It has to be right in front of me and I’m just not seeing it.”

Mentally, he reviewed everything he’d examined and the light emitting diode finally lit up. “Hermes II! It’s a Rim World.”

He gave the manifest of both containers a second, more thorough examination. “Something’s not right. Toys aren’t manufactured on Beta Prime.”

Opening one of the crates, Josephson found it neatly packed with small, plastic containers shaped like a box. Each had a brightly colored label with a picture of a small toy and a bar code. With great care, so as not to damage the contents if it was indeed actually a toy, he opened one of the boxes.

Josephson fished out his comm and began typing a message. His hand shook so badly from excitement he dropped his comm. It clattered across the floor and under a small table used to keep tablets for record keeping, forcing the detective to bend over to retrieve his comm.

A hissing sound startled him just before what seemed to be a large, blunt object slammed into his right hip, slamming Josephson to the floor on his left side. Feeling no pain, he glanced at his hip. Smoke curled upwards from the remains of his heavy weather pants, displaying a hole the size of his fist. Clearly visible through the gaping hole was melted body armor covering his hip.

Slowly, the realization he’d been shot filtered through his panicked mind as intense pain began to radiate out from his smoldering hip area. He tried to no avail to move his right leg. Doing so only caused agonizing pain to rip through his upper leg and lower back.

Looking down at his right hand, Josephson noticed he’d drawn his phase pistol. He’d done it reflexively, without thinking.

“You should have stayed by the entrance kid. I didn’t want to have to do this.”

Josephson looked up to see Captain Melancon staring down at him.

“I found the medicine,” he gasped.

“I know you did kid. It’s a shame too.”

A blinding flash of energy seared through the small table, striking Captain Melancon directly in his chest. He stumbled backward for a step or two, surprised by the energy blast. He looked down at the burned hole in his body armor protecting his chest, placing the palm of his hand on the damaged area. He winced as he did so as if the mere touch of the chest armor was painful.

Melancon looked at his palm and shook his head as his own blood ran down his hand to his wrist, soaking into the black fabric of his uniform.

"You shot me, kid! You actually shot me!"

Josephson looked down at his shaking hand. Grey, thick smoke curled around the end of the phase pistol. Dropping the weapon, Josephson looked back up at Melancon.

“I guess I did.”

Melancon looked at his hand a second time before fixing his gaze on Josephson a final time. The bent Captain stumbled backward again, regained his balance and then finally collapsed. Josephson listened for any sounds indicating the Captain was still alive. A deep, eerie rattling sound emanated from Melancon as he breathed his last and died.

Pain crashed over his body in waves with the strange effect of clearing his mind. Josephson looked at the two containers and the medicine yet to be loaded. The two containers represented a lot of lives, either saved or lost. As the pain began to overwhelm his senses, Josephson realized the medicine still was not safe. 

His hand shook from the burning pain in his hip, making it nearly impossible for Josephson to type the number. Remembering it was in his contacts, he managed to pull it up. He hoped the message would be understandable enough. He hit send, opened the link and waited till the message was received.

There was nothing more he could do. Darkness came with the pain now. Josephson stopped struggling and simply slipped into the void.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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I IGNORED THE FORMAL starting procedures. Given the fact I’d refused a rep and an attorney, much to the delight of the tribunal and I’m sure whoever is behind this farce, I was allowed to keep my comm. I claimed it contained evidence I planned to present to defend myself.

The simple fact it wasn’t confiscated and examined told me the fix was in. If I sat on any tribunal in judgment of a fellow officer, that’s what I would have done.  In fact, I was surprised the Internal Affairs officer acting as the prosecutor hadn’t done just that. 

In my years as a member of the Shore Patrol in the Space Marines as an Alliance police officer, I learned a lot of things. Two at the top of my list are never let anyone have a chance to surprise you. Another is never under estimate your opponent.

I got a strange message from Josephson and it was good news for a change. The garbled nature of the message wasn’t. He was hurt, of that much I was certain. What I wasn’t sure of was who the responsible party was.

I sent two messages, ignoring the proceedings around me. It was all I could do to help Josephson and the miners who needed the meds found during the raid.

Sitting back in my chair, I made myself focus on the testimony being given against me. Old stuff, things I had done in the past. I stayed silent. There was no point in objecting. I’d done all of those things.

—-
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HE SAT WATCHING FROM the alleyway. So much prey and no time to enjoy a quick hunt. Only twenty hours remained in his self-imposed deadline. Then he would have to depart and make good his escape from Beta Prime. He could come back the Cowboy thought. Leave now and not risk getting caught. 

Someone else might find the special one. Someone else might hunt her. Claim the prize as his own. Prey this unique would always attract super predators. He had seen her first. She was his. 

He rubbed his temple as a headache began. It was not how he'd envisioned the hunt, rushed, undisciplined and with an uncertain ending. He had progressed beyond hunts of that nature. It angered the Cowboy that he would not have time alone with her. She deserved the special attention he would pay to the prey if only the time were available.

Brushing snowflakes from the shoulder of his coat, he stepped out of the alleyway and joined the pedestrians walking down the walkways. He smiled as his new boots gripped the surface beneath his feet. It was fitting his last hunt on Beta Prime would see him wear an ancient symbol of the long abandoned profession that the media drew his name from. Custom made by hand with the latest anti-ice technology for shoes, his cowboy boots were even made of expensive synthetic snakeskin.

A frail, older woman bumped into him. He had caught her before she fell. She apologized for not paying attention to where she was going. The Cowboy simply smiled and nodded. Today was the woman's lucky day. Her rudeness would be forgiven out of hand. He had other prey to hunt. He could afford to be magnanimous this one time.

Turning his back on the frail prey, the Cowboy didn't notice as the slender woman pulled back the hood of the light jacket she wore beneath her heavier coat. He didn't see her shake her head, allowing the long, brown hair to cascade down her shoulders to her back. Standing up to her full height, she wiped her face with the back of her gloved hands, removing a strange material. The effect was as if she'd rubbed the skin off her face and in doing so, removed nearly thirty years of age in the process.

She watched the Cowboy vanish around the corner, a long, cold finger of fog chasing him as he disappeared from her view.

The predator was not aware the prey planned to become the hunter. 

—-
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PAULO STARED AT THE hard plastisteel table top. Sitting across from him was Father Nathan and the nice Miss Alice. He'd always wanted to lead the gang, but now that Toby and Anna were dead and he found himself thrust into the position of leader, Paulo wished things could go back to the way they were before.

“Paulo, answer me,” Father Nathan said firmly.

Uncertain of how to respond, Paulo shook his head no.

“Paulo, I am friends with a policeman, an Inspector no less. If you don’t tell me, I will find out anyhow.”

“Father Nathan, I can’t. I just can’t.”

"You owe this individual nothing. In fact, this person is responsible for the deaths of Toby, Anna, and Lucy. Do you understand me? If each of you had been someplace safe, in school and well cared for, they would be alive. This individual is just as responsible for their deaths as the man who murdered them." 

Having lived a life that morally was shades of gray and not black and white, Paulo was torn. Loyalty was the only positive certainty he'd known as a member of their little band of thieves. Hunger, cold, beatings and misery were constant. Failure to bring enough loot to the boss meant a beating. Bringing a special prize might mean a new piece of clothing, some extra food.

Disloyalty meant death.

Loyalty meant protection from other gangs. Bail if arrested. A group he could belong to. It wasn’t much, but it was the closest thing to family Paulo had. For as long as he could remember, he’d been a member of the little pack of thieves. 

As he’d grown older, some had disappeared. Two older girls had been sold and taken off planet to work at a pleasure resort. It wasn’t until recently Paulo had learned what that meant. It had been a source of concern for Toby. Anna had been changing. Everyone noticed how her clothes fit differently.

Two boys had kept back some jewelry to buy food. The boss had found their stash on payday. He’d beaten the older boy to death in front of them. The other boy vanished but they all knew he was dead.

To betray the boss meant death. Loyalty was everything.

“I can’t Father Nathan. I want to, but I can’t.”

"You can trust me, Paulo, I will take care of the entire group. Each one of you will see a doctor, a dentist, be given a place to stay and you’ll go to school. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

The priest’s eyes told Paulo he was telling the truth as the priest believed it.

“I believe you Father Nathan, but I can’t tell you. The boss will beat us as it is for not having anything for payday this week.”

Paulo watched as the priest’s eyes changed. Anger and a promise to do violence filled the man’s eyes to take the place of kindness and sincerity.

Noticing a change in Paulo’s expression, Father Nathan reached across the table and touched the boy’s hand. “I am not angry with you. I understand far more than you think I do.”

Father Nathan’s eyes softened again, the gentle gaze returning to his face. The priest looked knowingly at Miss Alice who simply nodded and got up. Without a word, she left the eating area. Paulo relaxed. Miss Alice had gone to work and Father Nathan would have to go about his duties as priest soon as well.

“Stay with the others one more night. It will do each of you good to have another good meal and a warm place to sleep, even if only for one more night.”

The priest stood to leave. He looked down on Paulo for a final time. “I will be back this afternoon. We will continue this talk sometime in the future. But for now, relax. I will find a way to help you and the others to have something to pay off the boss with on payday.”

Fear was something Paulo was well acquainted with. As he watched the tall, muscular priest depart for the parish offices, he felt a kind of fear he'd never felt before. He'd lived his life according to carefully defined rules. Those rules were on the verge of being altered drastically, and it frightened him.

He knew Father Nathan was a good man. He served God and those in need. It shocked Paulo to realize a man like Father Nathan was capable of great violence.

—-
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I WATCHED THE INTERNAL Affairs officer acting as the prosecutor in the hearing smile at the star witness, Devereaux as he was sworn in. Jackson, Scott Jackson, was the man's name. Like most I.A. types he cared only about his career and getting promoted on the backs of common cops who strayed from the straight and narrow. Catching the real bent cops was not on his list of things to do, today or anytime soon.

Devereaux took his time sitting down in the chair provided for witnesses. He had to let everyone present know he was better than them. Once his royal highness was comfortable he glared at me and then smiled, letting me know he was getting the last push.

I smiled back and waved to him. It did my heart good to watch his face turn red and his arrogant smile vanish.

Jackson noticed our little exchange and frowned. It dawned on him I might have something up my sleeve. I’d not questioned a single witness so far in my hearing. I’d either simply stipulated evidence could be read into the record or declined to question any witnesses at that time.

I’d simply sat there, appearing to brood. I was my usual grumpy self.

Until now. Devereaux was about to start the show and I hoped he would cooperate by being the elitist, wealthy, pompous ass that he was. If I was going to go down, I planned to not only put on a show but to have as much fun as I could at Devereaux's expense. 

Jackson started the game with a simple statement followed by a simple question. "Mr. Devereaux, you filed a complaint against Detective Inspector Sullivan regarding the incident being investigated today. Would you please describe the events of that day as you witnessed them?"

Devereaux rocked forward and then back in the chair, the smile returning to his face as he warmed to the task of starting what he believed would be the beginning of my demise.

“This young man I’d never seen before appeared from nowhere and grabbed my daughter. We were about to leave for a quick holiday and were in the concourse of the space station, you see. As I said, this young man appeared and grabbed my precious daughter Melanie. He held a vibroblade to her throat and demanded money.”

“What did you intend to do Mr. Devereaux?”

“Calm the young man down of course. I’m a wealthy man. The amount of money he was demanding was trivial, pocket change, if that. Once he was calm, I planned to pay him. Of course, once Melanie was free, I would have the station’s constables arrest the youth and have him incarcerated.”

“What made you think you could talk reason to the young man? I mean, if he was, as you say, agitated, would it not have been wise to let the constables on the space station deal with him?”

“Perhaps,” Devereaux replied. “But we’ll never know because Inspector Sullivan simply strolled along like he was taking a pleasant walk and blew the young man’s brains out.”

Devereaux glared at me, his face turning red again as he relived that terrible moment. “He could have killed my precious daughter Mr. Jackson. Did the Inspector even apologize to me? No! He simply walked off to collect his baggage like nothing had happened. Melanie was traumatized I’ll have you know!”

“Horrible, just horrible,” Jackson agreed, smirking in my direction.

“It has later come to my attention,” Devereaux volunteered, “that Inspector Sullivan knew this young man.”

“And in what capacity did they know each other?”

“This young man evidently was a smuggler. Inspector Sullivan has, upon his arrival, been assigned to a case involving stolen melanothorazine, which as everyone knows is the preventative for Miner’s Cough. I believe Sullivan killed this young man to horn his way into the smuggling ring.”

Framing a fellow officer is one thing. Making it blatantly obvious is another. The Captain who was serving as the chief of the tribunal leaned forward, indicating a pause in Devereaux’s testimony.

“Inspector Sullivan, wouldn’t you like to object? This testimony is speculation at best and clearly hearsay.”

I smiled at Jackson first and then glared hard at Devereaux before responding. “No, I have no objection. In fact, I am intrigued about this and would like to hear more.”

Jackson turned white as the snow and ice outside. This was a surprise he hadn’t expected. I watched him as he looked at the back of the room. I turned my head for just an instant and took an image with my cybernetic eye. Facing the front of the room again, I scanned the image. Jackson was glaring at Markeson.

—-
[image: image]


EMT'S RUSHED INTO THE warehouse, startling the tactical squad who had been quietly processing the area of their entrance and cleaning up any sign of forced entry. The warehouse workers, still cuffed, had been allowed to move and take seats on the floor by the entrance.

Ignoring the demands of the Sergeant who seemed to be in command in the absence of Captain Melancon, the EMTs hurried deep into the warehouse. The leader following a tracking device guided the other medics as they weaved their way in and out of the rows of freight and other goods.

“Hey, you can’t just burst in here and run around,” Sergeant Malik shouted. “This is an active crime scene!”

“We can and we will,” the leader of the EMT’s shouted over his shoulder as he broke into a jog. “You idiots have an officer down and you don’t even know it. We had to get the call from an outside source!”

Sergeant Malik stopped and swallowed hard. Things were not supposed to go like this. The Captain had promised a nice envelope of hard credits in everyone’s locker when the raid was over. Nobody was going to get hurt. Now the Captain had disappeared and so had the young detective who’d been the reason for the raid.

He resisted the urge to run, to get the others of his squad out of the warehouse. He could honestly say he didn’t know what the Captain was up to. He also knew a lack of information could cause more problems than anything else.

“Officer down?” he shouted, breaking into a run after the EMTs. “Nobody informed us!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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JACKSON GLARED AT DEVEREAUX trying to regain a bit of his composure. Being sure of himself Devereaux stared at me like the arrogant elitist he was. Certain his glare would put me in my place, properly intimidated and feeling submissive.

This was going to be fun.

Determined to regain his momentum, Jackson changed track with his questioning. “How did Inspector Sullivan appear at the time of the incident?”

Smelling blood in the water, Devereaux picked up Jackson’s lead and promptly expanded on it. “Like a madman. He simply shot the young man. Of course it turns out he was a smuggler, a thief and in general a despicable individual, but still, he should have had a trial before meeting his fate.”

“I see,” Jackson answered, nodding in agreement for the benefit of the tribunal and everyone else present.

“Then, when I clearly needed him to help calm down my precious Melanie, who he’d just traumatized, the Inspector simply brushed me off. Me! A respected businessman and resident of Capital City! My taxes pay his salary!” Devereaux shifted in his seat, adjusting his tailored jacket as if somehow that demonstrated his disgust with being treated with the level of respected I’d shown him.

“Did he warn the young man?”

“No. Not one word did the Inspector utter. He just shot him. Certainly there are rules against that sort of thing I would imagine.”

I watched Devereaux as he preened and glanced about, pleased with his useless performance.

Jackson, wishing to avoid any further surprises stated to the tribunal he was done questioning the good Mr. Devereaux and took a seat.

I stood and smiled at the arrogant fool. He glared back at me, smiling in the certainty he’d get his way.

I continued to stare at him as I addressed the tribunal.

"I will require special equipment for my questioning of Mr. Devereaux. Here is a list of the items I need." I held out my tablet with the items listed.

Jackson leaped to his feet, annoyed at this turn of events.

“Objection. What does Inspector Sullivan propose to do? A mind probe of the witness? Torture?”

The Captain presiding over the hearing looked up from the tablet.

“Sit down Mr. Jackson. Inspector Sullivan has simply requested a view screen. Nothing more. Since you were gracious enough to show us the CCTV imagery of the event, we already have a view screen present.”

Jackson sat down, uncertain of what to do. I don’t blame the man. He was a cop, not a trained prosecutor.

I'd continued my direct stare at the witness. It was starting to affect. Devereaux's smile had disappeared and he was starting to look uncomfortable. 

“Mr. Devereaux, you claim I acted without reasonable cause? Is that correct?”

“Yes. Any reasonable person would agree.”

I walked over to the table and picked up a small device I’d left sitting there. I motioned for the view screen to be positioned where the tribunal could see it clearly. 

“This device,” I said, holding it up for everyone in the room to see, “allows me to access the CPU surgically implanted beneath my right collarbone. By simply placing it right here,” I held the device over the approximate location of my CPU, “I can download data files to this portable drive.”

Walking over to the table I picked up the drive in question and held it up for everyone to see.

Concerned by the turn of events, Jackson stood up quickly and protested.

“I object to this strange display. Inspector Sullivan is the subject of this inquiry. Not technological devices used to store and retrieve information.”

I didn’t give the tribunal a chance to respond.

“Ah, but that is where the good Mr. Jackson is wrong. You see, my right eye is cybernetic. Military grade and linked to my CPU. I'm sure everyone present has seen my facial scar, it's not possible to miss it." 

Jackson recovered quickly. I'll give him that much.

“Again, technology is not what this hearing is about. I have no idea why Inspector Sullivan would bring up something confidential like military technology civilians have no access to.”

The three officers conferred with each other quickly before I had a chance to speak.

“Inspector Sullivan, we have to agree with Mr. Jackson. The discussion of secret military technology has no place in this hearing. You will not discuss it again.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied with an angry tone. “When I stipulated my entire military service record could be entered without reading in order to save the tribunal’s time, I had no idea I would not be later allowed to refer back to part of the court record. If you take the time to examine my record, you will find the fact I was fitted with a cybernetic eye as a result of a wound sustained in the line of duty is clearly mentioned, along with the basic capabilities of the equipment installed.”

I smiled first at Devereaux and then Jackson while the three officers argued with each other in whispers. Finally, growing red in the face, the Captain silenced the others and held up his hand.

“We will allow it. But, you must demonstrate it is pertinent to these proceedings or all mention of your eye will be stricken from the record.”

“Thank you.”

I held the transmitting device over my collarbone and turned on the small box on the table. I connected it to the projector and within seconds a black screen appeared.

“What I am about to show you is very graphic. If you have a weak stomach, don’t watch. It is difficult for me to review this film.”

I looked away as the video began to play. I didn’t need to watch it to know how it played out. Kyle Buchanan, an infamous serial killer on Cigna III, held a wicked looking knife to throat a beautiful, slender woman with long brown hair, porcelain skin, and big brown eyes.

The blade was long, sharp and shiny. Shiny except for random dark, brownish red spots made of dried blood. Fear radiated from the slender woman’s eyes, pleading with me to save her. Buchanan taunted me. This was nothing more than a sick, twisted game to him.

“I’m going to kill her Inspector. Just like all the others. There’s nothing you can do!” Just like he’d done every other time I’d watched the video or replayed the event in my mind or my nightmares, Buchanan laughed like the madman he was.

“You could shoot me! Yes, you could! But you might miss me and kill the pretty toy! That would be so interesting! The hero becomes the villain!”

He laughed again. In that split second, I hesitated. I forgot all about the precise targeting my cybernetic eye provided me with. I doubted myself. Buchanan saw my hesitation.

He laughed as he slit her throat almost to her spine.

His insane laughter stopped when I blew his brains out.

I stopped the video and blanked the screen. Nobody moved or made a sound.

“That animal was Kyle Buchanan, a serial killer I pursued when stationed on Cigna III. I have no idea who the young woman was. Her identity was never discovered.  I know this. I hesitated and Buchanan took advantage of it and that young woman paid for it with her life."

I looked directly at Jackson, boring into him with the rage and despair I felt at reliving the lowest point of my life.

“I was suspended, and rightly so, for not shooting the instant I spotted him with the victim. You see, my implant, combined with my mini-computer give me the ability to shoot and never miss at close range.”

I turned to face Devereaux. He was white as a ghost. "You're probably wondering how I obtained this video? If you'll note, it is filmed from my point of view." I paused for a moment. "My eye gives me the ability to record events as I witness them. I simply turn on the recorder. Of course, limited data storage prevents me from filming everything, but it does come in handy for situations like this.”

Holding the small wifi feed up to my collarbone again, I retrieved the second video I wished to show. Without any setup, I played it.

Devereaux was clearly arguing with the perp I would shoot. The punk was holding his daughter precisely in the same manner Buchanan had held the Jane Doe. I paused the video and zoomed in on the perp’s eyes.

“Note, if you would, his pupils are dilated, indicating he is high on some type of amphetamine. I later learned it is the local drug known here as Stim.”

I restarted the video and rewound it to the beginning. This time I let it play just a little bit longer before pausing it. I zoomed in on the pretty Melanie’s face.

“Note how calm she is. Her pupils are normal. Her coloring is normal. Note her hands on the perp's forearm. If she were terrified, she would have a death grip on his arm. Her knuckles would be white. They aren’t. She knows the perp.”

Before anyone could speak, I rewound the video and started it back up. This time I let it play. I didn't hesitate this time. I blew the perp away. Melanie did, in fact, scream in horror. She hadn't expected someone to blow the perp's brains out.

Devereaux was just as shocked in the video as he was sitting in the chair in front of me. I walked right on by. In the distance constables whose duty posting was the space station were running up. In the video, Devereaux is clearly enraged. He followed me, berating me. I stopped the video.

“I didn’t hesitate this time.”

I turned to glare at Devereaux. "You can thank me anytime you like for the fact your daughter is alive."

“You didn’t know he would kill her!”

“No, but you did.”

I turned to face the tribunal. “The perp’s name is Jake Friedman. He was a registered Able Bodied Spaceman. Why he wasn’t identified is a good question. I’ll answer it. He worked for Mr. Devereaux and I’m sure that had a lot to do with that. As Mr. Devereaux testified earlier, he was a smuggler.”

“You can’t prove that,” Devereaux snarled.

“As matter of fact, I can.”

I turned and moved closer to the despicable man, bringing my faces within inches of his.

“In fact, I can prove you are involved in the theft of melanothorazine and the resale of it off world to black marketers on the Rim Worlds.”

“I would like some proof of all of this,” Jackson demanded, coming back to life.

Smiling I turned to glare at the hapless Internal Affairs man.

“A raid was conducted just this morning at a warehouse owned by Mr. Devereaux. My partner, Detective Sergeant Josephson was severely wounded during the raid. An entire shipment was being loaded for shipment off world. The bill of lading, of which Detective Josephson sent me an image, indicates the shipment was to be delivered by a space freighter owned by Mr. Devereaux. A space freighter, I might add that ABS Jake Friedman regularly shipped out on to the Rim Worlds."

The sound of a chair shifting suddenly in the back of the room caught my attention. I glanced to see Markeson standing and making his way toward the exit. Before I could speak, the Captain in charge of the tribunal banged the gavel.

“Bailiff, please take Mr. Devereaux into custody. Inspector Sullivan, you will remain in the room. We are going to adjourn for a moment.”

I watched as Devereaux was led from the room, intermittently mumbling to himself and protesting his sudden change of fortunes.

It was over. The fix that had been in had shifted. At a minimum, I would no doubt get a reprimand, in all likelihood a suspension. Maybe even another transfer. Devereaux would be dead before the day was out. I wasn’t even sure I felt bad about it.

The sad thing was the rest of them would get away with it.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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I WALKED OUT OF THE hearing room into the hall. Nobody loves it when a sure thing heads south, especially when it might land on them. Standing in the hallway, I noticed a screen further down the hall. I zoomed in with my right eye and learned the screen was set on a news broadcast.

I strolled down to the screen where I could hear as well as see. I had to laugh. Josephson had outdone himself. He’d called the media. Nobody sitting in my hearing had seen that coming.

The talking head broadcasting live suddenly changed tone. Instead of condemning the thieves and smugglers responsible, she suddenly switched to her fake voice of concern. There had been injuries in the raid. One fatality and one officer seriously injured. Both of the injured parties were members of the police force.

I didn’t like this one bit.

Like any good news crew, this one hurriedly got into position to film the dead body being carried out in a body bag. Following right behind with the EMTs working was the surviving cop lying on a hover stretcher. It was Josephson.

I left the building. My hearing was irrelevant to me now. Josephson was my responsibility. He’d gone on that raid because of me. One more thing to atone for.

—-
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AS THE TEMPERATURE dropped, the snow fell faster. The Cowboy stopped and looked around. The prey was near. He knew it. His predatory senses told him. Replaying his steps, he realized the woman who had bumped into him was her. Instead of feeling rage, he smiled to himself.

She was indeed special. Prey seldom was that open and assertive in its attempts to avoid a predator. He looked down at his chronometer. Eighteen hours left in the hunt.

Gripping his cane, the Cowboy adjusted his coat and brushed away the snowflakes that had gathered on his shoulders. With a flourish, he removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair. Replacing the hat, he smiled at a mother escorting her children home. She frowned in return and pulled the youngest child closer as she passed.

A twinge of resentment and anger was all he felt at her response. Excitement filled him, making his senses sharper. She was near.

—-
[image: image]


SARAH WATCHED THE MAN turn around and gaze in her direction. He couldn’t see her from her hiding spot behind a delivery vehicle. It sat hovering, its engine and blowers making a soft whirring sound.

She found herself wishing her sisters were present. She hated being alone. Thinking of her sisters for even a moment filled Sarah with a sense of loss. Dread even. The last time all three of them had been together one of them had died.

Died at the hands of a predator like the one hunting her now. The tall cop had killed the monster but not before the predator had ended Maria’s life. 

Sarah and Ellie had watched in horror as their sister had died at the hands of a predator like the one pursuing her now. The tall cop had killed the monster who had hunted all three of them, but not before the predator had robbed Maria of her life.

Ellie had begged Sarah to run. It had been the last time Sarah had seen her sister. It all seemed so long ago. So many planets ago.

Always hunted by the men who wanted to take her back. Take Ellie back. Sarah would rather die than go back. So would Ellie. When they had run, the three of them had never counted on the fact there would be other predators who would want to hurt them.

She watched the predator move in her direction. Sarah didn’t know what to do. She would evade for as long as she could, but for how long? Predators never gave up. They pursued until they made a kill.

Kill. The predator had to die. It was the only way she could survive. Sarah knew she could and would kill to survive or protect her remaining sister. But this predator, he was evil. She’d seen the results of this one’s work.

She'd also seen what the tall cop named Sullivan could do. He'd been kind to her when she was cold, shared his warm space with her for a night. He was friends with the kindly priest who helped the street kids. Alice, the waitress who was kind to her, seemed to like him.

Sarah made her decision. She would find Sullivan. He would kill the predator. 

—-
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IT ONLY TOOK ME A SINGLE comm link to find out where they took Josephson. It only took my getting lost and two hours to arrive at the medical complex where he was being treated. 

Sitting and waiting for him to get out of surgery, I realized just how little I knew about my puppy dog of a partner. That, I decided, was an unfair way to view him. He'd done well in finding out the location of the meds for shipment off world.

He would have done better if he hadn’t gotten himself shot with a phase weapon. I had to teach him to be more paranoid in situations where bent cops were a possibility. At least Josephson had it in him to keep calm enough to shoot it out with the leader of the tactical team and come out the winner.

One more thing I had to add to my list of things to teach my partner. Kinetic weapons knock the bad guys down. Phase weapons only burn. Use a big enough kinetic round, and you can blow a hole in a bad guy.

I found my mind wandering all over the place as I waited. I knew he wasn’t married or seeing anyone, but I needed to find out if he had family. Where he lived, what kind of music he liked, that sort of stuff.

I needed to check on Father Nathan. I’d learned one thing about the stubborn priest in the short time I’d known him. He took his charge to care for those in society who were ignored and needed help very seriously. The deaths of three street kids he was trying to help would be crushing.

Of course, my mind eventually came around to my wandering beauty. I had to find her and soon. If she said the Cowboy was hunting her, I believed her.

I was certain I’d let her sister die. I wasn’t going to let that happen to her.

—-
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LESS THAN TWELVE HOURS remained and he’d yet to spot her again. Instinct told him she was somewhere in the Southeastern Section of Capital City. Prey seldom wandered out of its natural habitat. He just had to find her.

He’d given up searching on foot and was slowly patrolling his hunting grounds in his luxury hover sedan. He’d decided to capture the prey and take it somewhere private. Since he had to rush, the Cowboy decided he would not be disturbed. 

Turning on to the street where he’d taken the two young females, finishing one and taking the other with him, the Cowboy slowed. The thick fog was a valid excuse to travel slowly, despite the fact he had thermal imaging, standard in every Hovertron X-1100 that allowed him to see clearly.

He spotted a slender woman walking away from him. His pulse quickened as she turned down a side street by the well-known local eatery named Joe’s. It was the prey. He had no doubt.

The Cowboy accelerated and took the turn quickly. She was nowhere to be seen. It didn’t surprise him. Excited she was playing the game so well, he slowly moved the Hovertron down the road. He pulled over to the side of the road and parked.

Exiting the car, he scanned the area carefully. He checked his pockets for his tools of the hunt. Assured he was fully equipped, he shut the door to the hover car and gripping his cane in the middle of its shaft with his right hand he tapped the palm of his left with the curved handle.

She was close. His senses became heightened. His vision became sharper. He could smell the vile scents of the road, the stench of urine and frozen garbage most people would never notice. He could hear every sound despite the whistling of the wind as it blew over him.

"Oh, where are you my pretty? Where are you?" he called softly.

—-
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I FINALLY WENT AND got something to eat. It helped. As I sat waiting for a second time it occurred to me I'd been so worried about the hearing and everything else I'd forgotten to put out a bulletin on the Hovertron. I'd have to limit it to the Southeast and Southwest Sections of Capital City. No need to add to what I was sure would be a suspension when the dust settled from the day's fiasco of a show trial. I was in enough hot water. Ticking off another entitled wealthy individual at this stage would be foolish, even by my standards.

In less than five minutes, I had the word out. Every beat cop would be on the look out, and the computers in the two southern sections of the city were scanning the CCTV databanks for any sighting of the expensive car.

My nerves were about to play out when a doctor emerged and looked around. He looked tired. A look that worried me.

“Are you here about Detective Josephson?” he asked.

“I’m his partner,” I responded. “Did he make it?”

He smiled at me. Relief swept over me like a welcome wave of warm water.

“He won’t be walking for awhile. I had to install a new hip and do extensive skin grafts. Fortunately for him, I spent the early years of my practice as a doctor as a flight surgeon with the Space Marines. This is not the first time I’ve done this exact procedure. At least it will look pretty normal when he’s done healing.”

"Thanks, doc. I've had enough bad news for awhile. I'm glad to hear he's going to be okay."

He tilted his head to the side, staring at my eye. I knew what he was thinking.

“Doc, it’s okay. Seriously.”

“Inspector?”

“Sullivan, I’m sorry.”

“From one Space Marine to another, I can do better than the butcher who replaced your eye and implanted your regenerative grafts.”

"And from one Space Marine to another, I like my new eye. I'm used to it. As for the scar, in my line of work, it helps to look a little scary."

He smiled and nodded. 

“If you change your mind, let me know. I’m Dr. Derek Mueller.”

“I’ll remember. Can I see my partner?”

"Not for awhile. I've sedated him heavily, so he won't move or awaken for the next twenty-four hours. I want the graft implants to take root and make a good start on regenerating new tissue before he starts scratching. In the meantime, Inspector, I think you could use some sleep."

Dr. Mueller turned and left. If it weren’t for the Cowboy, I would have followed his advice. 

—-
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“YOU IDIOT,” GOVERNOR Rankin screamed. Even Markeson flinched.

“How was I supposed to know the man had a video camera for an eye,” Devereaux protested in fear.

“And you,” the Governor snarled, turning to face Markeson. “How did you let this get this far!”

“Don’t yell at me,” Markeson snarled back. “I told you we’d have to clean some things up. Like you, I didn’t think it would include him,” Markeson added, tilting his head in the direction of the anxious Devereaux.

“What are you saying,” the panicky elitist squeaked. 

Markeson and the Governor both glared at the man, disgusted at his whining. 

“Is this necessary,” Mayor Xue asked calmly.

“Now look here,” Devereaux complained, “I didn't bring this Sullivan here to Beta Prime. We were promised an incompetent would be assigned to Capital City. Instead, we get some cop with a cybernetic eye who records everything he sees! How is that my fault? Rankin, you’re the one who deals with the off planet issues! Markeson, you assured everyone this Sullivan would be easy for you to handle! Now you want to blame me?”

“So we all got fooled,” Rankin replied coldly. “But you were stupid enough to have a stimhead working on the run out to the Rim Worlds. You handled the shipping. You were the idiot who brought your precious Melanie to Beta Prime. I would be willing to bet it was even her idea for the punk to grab her to get more money out of you.”

"Now I have a mess to clean up," Markeson said evenly. Turning his back on Devereaux, he looked at the two politicians. “I don’t want O’Brian to be difficult about this. I tell the three guys on the tribunal to call it a righteous shoot. Order Sullivan to take two weeks paid and see the in house shrink for counseling. Call it exigent circumstances due to untreated PTSD from his earlier shooting.”

Xue looked at his partners and nodded. He spoke in a cautious, thoughtful tone. “What about the Cowboy? He ties all of us together. We must think of the financial aspects of our situation. Not so much the money, but covering the trail of the transactions and the transfers of credits.” 

“He was good. Very good,” Markeson acknowledged. “I couldn’t find any traces, though he emptied the last deposit out of my account. He’s going to run. My guess is he’s already off planet.”

“That’s only a temporary solution,” Rankin stated. “It solves the problem for the moment. What happens if he gets caught off world?”

“He won’t. It will cost, but I can have him vanished.” Markeson smiled. “One of the advantages of being a cop is you know some bad people. I have several in mind who would be happy to solve the problem for us.”

Rankin and Xue looked at each other and nodded. The decision was made.

“What do we do with him?” Rankin said, jerking his head toward the now quivering Devereaux. 

“Make it look like suicide.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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FROM HER HIDING SPOT, Sarah spotted the predator. Glancing at his feet, Sarah noticed he was wearing Cowboy boots. It was him, the animal who’d killed Anna and little Lucy before running over Toby. Silently, she stepped away from the wall of the converted shipping container and moved away from the predator, toward the dim lights of the main hover way into which the side street ran. He had come to hunt her. 

She'd moved no more than three or four meters when the predator stopped. His heightened senses told him she was present. Turning quickly to look over his shoulder, the Cowboy spotted Sarah. Without hesitation, she turned and ran toward the lights of the hover way.

Pleased he had found her, the Cowboy pursued. With just under twelve hours remaining, he might have a little time to treat the prey with the attention she deserved.

He ran as quickly he could, rounded the corner and took in the sights ahead. She had vanished again. Her ploy did not ruffle him. He smiled and paused for a moment, allowing his mind to clear and his senses heighten. The prey could not have gone far. She had shown an ability to blend in with her surroundings. He simply had to be aware of his senses and he would find her.

Setting a moderate pace, the Cowboy began making his way down the sidewalk, listening, smelling and looking for his prey. He had found her. Now it was a matter of time. He would pursue the prey until she tired. Fatigue had defeated many a prey animal. She would make the one mistake, and when she did, he would be there.

Sarah watched from the other side of the street as the Cowboy confidently made his way down the sidewalk, searching for her. It was evident watching the predator that he did not rely on sight alone when he hunted. Her chest tightened as she moved in the opposite direction, her fear mounting. This one was different from the others who had hunted her. He would not relent. He couldn’t. It was his nature to kill.

—-
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I WAVED AT ALICE AS I made my way to my regular table. My muscles were sore from being so tense all day. I guess that's to be expected. My career was in the balance and some rich, elitist moron planned to trash it. Now that it was done, I didn't care what happened. The medicine had been found but at a price. Josephson would survive, and a bent cop had been uncovered.

Another person whose injuries I was responsible for.

I looked around, more out of habit than anything else, to observe the other patron’s in Joe’s. Father Nathan came in. His normal demeanor was gone, to put it plain and simple, he looked angry. He spotted me and made a beeline for me.

“Good evening Father.”

“I heard about Josephson. I’m glad he’s going to be okay.”

I nodded in agreement as the priest sat down across from me.

“Sully, I need to talk to you about something.”

This sounded ominous. 

“Father, please tell me nobody else either of us knows got hurt today.”

He smiled for a second and shook his head.

“No, nothing like that. More like somebody needs to get hurt.”

“Father, please tell me you aren’t going to do something stupid?”

“Not stupid. Necessary.”

“Not tonight, Father. Not tonight you don’t. I need a break before I have to put you behind bars.”

“Sully, I want your help.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Did he think I was bent?

“Father, I’m not sure I’m liking what I’m hearing. You don’t need to do something stupid. What about those street kids you’ve been making headway with? What about the people who go to your church? You just can’t go and hurt somebody because you want to.”

“Sure I can. I’m more than capable you know,” Father Nathan snapped back at me.

"Why don't you tell me who it is you want hurt, and I'll look into it?"

"The kids have a "boss" who runs them. He's got some kind of abusive hold over them. In order for me to get them off the streets, this cancer has to be dealt with. I don't want to break the hold he has on my kids only for him to go and trap another group. This man, whoever he is, is evil."

“You don’t know his identity,” I stated simply.

“No, and the kids are too terrified of him to tell me who he is. That’s why I need your help. You find out who this guy is and I’ll handle it from there.”

I looked at my friend. He was serious.

“Father, what makes you think you can handle this guy? He’s a thug, and if he isn’t, he has thugs who work for him and provide security for his business.”

“I wasn’t always a priest.”

"I'm sure you weren't," I replied. I didn't like the tone of my friend's voice and what he was implying.

“I’ve done a lot in my life that I’m ashamed of. I can’t begin to tell you the list of things I’ve done that I must atone for.”

“Father, this isn’t how atonement works, but I think you know that.”

“I’ll seek forgiveness later.”

“Father, you’ll do no such thing. You’re going to leave this to me. It’s my job to catch guys like this, not yours. Somebody has to take care of those kids. That’s your job. Let me do mine.”

Father Nathan stared at me. It was not a comfortable moment.

“Okay. I’ll give you some time. But if you can’t find the boss, I’m dealing with the problem.”

I stared back. I'd just learned something about my new friend. He had a past, and I'd have to look into that past. For his own good.

"Let's get something to eat. We'll talk about this later. I've had a long day Father. It would be good to relax and eat dinner with a friend.

—-
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MARKESON HURRIED OUT of the precinct. He’d finished what he’d come to do. For once, he almost felt guilty. Almost. Bland had been a good employee. A decent enough cop to be respected by the other officers, making it easy for him to do the jobs Markeson assigned to him.

Of course, somebody had to take the fall for the two mine guard's deaths, and it certainly wasn't going to be Markeson. So Bland would have to do. What troubled Markeson was he’d have to kill Bland when he arrested him. It was the only way to make sure the Sergeant didn’t talk.

Sullivan would find the evidence he’d planted. If the good Inspector didn’t, then Markeson would find the evidence himself. The more he thought about it; the more Markeson decided that would be the best course of action. It would keep Sullivan from poking around where he didn't need to any more than he already had.

Tired from the stress of the day, which had been a complete and total fiasco, Markeson decided he deserved a night on the town. In the nice part of town. He pulled his personal hover car onto the on ramp to the hoverway and accelerated. Within minutes he was en route to the Northeast section of Capital City. He had a nice bar and grill in mind along with a certain, attractive and skilled lady for hire. She would go a long way to help him forget the disastrous day.

Next time, Governor Rankin and May Xue would listen to him. This all could have been avoided. They had brought him in after they'd set up their scheme. Too bad the financier was an egomaniac, and the key player was a psychopathic killer.

His comm sounded. Markeson pulled it out and glanced at it, quickly reading the message. He sighed in disgust as he took the off ramp toward his destination. He’d have to settle for dinner and a couple of cold ones. Devereaux’s suicide had taken place ahead of schedule.

—-
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ONLY TWELVE HOURS REMAINED. Pressure to find her, the special prey, was mounting. The Cowboy had never felt the rage so intensely before. The prey was leading him on a merry chase, and he was growing weary of it. He wanted time alone with her before the end.

Spotting his special prey had become easy enough. Catching her was the problem. The prey was exceptionally skilled at evading him once she realized he had spotted her. She was extremely fast for a prey animal and skilled at slipping down side streets to disappear or escape capture.

Several times she had been within his grasp only to slip away. Were it not for the deadline he would have enjoyed her futile games at escaping him. Now she simply enraged him. A change of tactics would be necessary.

Abandoning his hunt on foot, the Cowboy retrieved his Hovertron. His prey might be able to slip down a side street or run into an alleyway and evade him on foot. She couldn’t escape the Hovertron. If necessary, he would run her down. It wasn’t as critical for witnesses to be avoided. He would be gone soon, traveling to another world and assuming another identity.

—-
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I COULDN’T SLEEP. IT hurt to see Father Nathan ready to toss away all the potential for good he could do for our part of Capital City. The religious part was okay I guess, but he did real things to help people who needed help. He liked to bend my ear about how that was “real religion,” putting your faith into action. 

That was what worried me about our conversation. He wasn’t one of those say one thing and do another religious types. I’m pretty sure the good Father lives his life in line with all that stuff he says is true. Not perfect mind you, just a good example for the rest of the religious people and us heathens too.

I felt bad about not having taken the time to look into who the boss was running the pickpocket ring in our neighborhoods. It was my job after all. Now he was ready to hunt down whoever the boss is and do serious physical harm. Most people take a look at a priest and figure that guy’s pretty helpless in a fight.

I've seen enough bad actors and real tough guys to take one look at Father Nathan and know to leave well enough alone. He had a past, that was for certain, and it included violence against his fellow man. Something had changed him though, and it was a change for the better.

Me? I don’t know. I’m responsible for too many other people getting hurt one way or another. How do you find redemption for that? Josephson was lying in a hospital because he followed my orders. A mining foreman was dead because he talked to me. My mystery girl turns out to be the sister of a victim I let get murdered because I hesitated to pull the trigger. 

Tough guy, that's what they say about me. Sully will clean things up. Right. I get rid of a bunch of corrupt cops and crooked politicians, and they move me along somewhere else to do it all again. In the process, people get hurt. The same people I’m trying to help, to protect.

I got up. It was no use trying to sleep anymore. Not with my mind racing. The issue of the stolen melanothorazine might have been resolved, but there was still a serial killer loose. My new friends had troubles because of me. Then there’s my mystery girl.

More than anything else, I was frightened for her. I’d already let so much pain come into her life. At least I had if she was telling the truth about her dead sister. Running the video of that awful moment again had been painful. I had avoided it for a long time. There’s no denying though my mystery girl looks like a twin for the girl I let die because I didn’t pull the trigger.

Sleep wasn't going to come. I decided a long walk in the cold air would do me some good. I had to wind down from the hearing, and I needed to clear my mind if I was going to catch the Cowboy. I didn't want the blood of another victim on my hands.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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I WAS STARTING TO THINK my brilliant idea of walking about in the cold was not too smart. I'd forgotten my gloves, and the fingers of my right hand were letting me know about it. At least with my left hand, I could turn down the pain receptors. The sun would rise in about an hour. I'd have to report back to the hearing to learn what my fate would be.

Figuring I needed to defrost, I stopped and turned around. It would take a good twenty minutes to walk back to Joe’s for a cup of coffee. Another thirty or so minutes and I would be warm enough to go to my place and clean up. It would leave me with enough time to make it to my hearing on time.

I wasn’t looking forward to it. The shoot was good, but somehow I just knew the fix was in. The best I could hope for was suspension without pay for a couple of weeks, another black mark on my record.

I wasn't paying attention to much of anything, just trying not to slip on a patch of ice or run into someone emerging from the fog when I spotted my mystery girl. I got a bad feeling the minute my cyborg eye zeroed in on her. She was moving fast like she was running from something.

A quick scan of the area with my cybernetic eye and I spotted what had spooked her. A long black shape glided down the street in silence, following her. It was a Hovertron X-1110.

It made a hard left down a street at the intersection, and its running lights were gone. Absorbed by the ever present, thick fog that swallowed everything like a black hole. I didn’t even look before I sprinted across the street to follow.

—-
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HE SMILED. SHE HAD finally made a mistake. It was about time too. Only six hours remained before he had to leave Beta Prime. A wall made of stacked cargo containers, converted into a building, sealed off the road. His prey had run down a dead end street. The Cowboy turned sharply, bringing the Hovertron perpendicular to the walls on either side of the alleyway, effectively sealing his prey in the trap.

Taking his time, the Cowboy eased out of the Hovertron. He ran his hand through his hair and adjusted his coat. Reaching into the vehicle, he retrieved his cane. He twisted the shaft and tugged firmly, pulling the long blade from its sim-wood sheath. The blade shone in the light from his Hovertron, the razor sharp edge, clean of any blood from his previous kills, reflected the light, piercing the fog and shining on the plastisteel walls surrounding the car.

Another twist of the band of metal on the cane and the oddly shaped star on the end of the handle of his cane began to warm up. It would soon be hot enough to burn flesh, leaving his tell tale brand.

“My pretty, where are you,” he taunted. “There is nowhere for you to run now. Why don’t you be a good pretty and come play?”

“Stay away from me,” a feminine voice snarled from the foggy shadows.

“Now, now, that’s no way to talk to the Cowboy. I’m going to make you famous.”

“I don’t want to be famous. I prefer to be left alone,” a voice hissed from the dark.

Tired of the verbal play, the Cowboy slashed the air with his sword cane. “That is not up to you my pretty one. The prey makes no decisions once cornered. No decisions other than how hard to fight before the end comes. Now, are you going to make this hard for yourself my pretty? My special pretty one?”

"Touch me, and you'll pay for it," the voice said, the words drifting out of the fog. Again the Cowboy slashed the air with his razor sharp, gleaming blade. The breeze responded, blowing a strong gust of freezing wind down the blind alley, driving the fog to the sides and down toward the street beneath the monster’s feet. Standing in the corner, her back to the walls, each hand pressed against the pastisteel behind her stood Sarah.

Shaking from adrenaline and fear, she glanced around her surroundings, taking in every detail, considering every possibility to escape the trap she found herself caught in.

Slashing the freezing air before him, the Cowboy smiled. There was nothing cheerful or happy about the smile. It was nothing more than the overflowing of evil desire to harm another living creature. Menace and bad intentions flowed from the clenched teeth and barely parted lips.

“Time to play my pretty one!” In a blinding flash, the predator lunged forward, slashing downwards. The razor sharp edge made contact with Sarah’s left forearm, slicing through her coat sleeve and shirt beneath, revealing the pale soft flesh. So clean was the cut, it took a moment for the wound to open and blood to begin to flow.

Recovering his balance, the Cowboy watched Sarah. If she felt any pain from the first incision, she didn’t show it. He smiled at her again, this time with pleasure. He would have fun with the special one after all.

—-
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THE ALLEY, FILLED WITH fog, was dark, black and foreboding. I adjusted my right eye to account for the fog and low levels of visible light. In the distance, I was barely able to make out two glowing red lights.

It had to be the Hovertron’s running lights.

I could hear what sounded like voices talking in the distance. I pulled my .50 cal from its holster, holding it at the ready. With the fog and virtually no light, I couldn’t just fire the weapon at the first sound I heard. Carefully placing one foot in front of the other, I continued slowly moving toward the two glowing red lights, looking all the world like a pair of demonic eyes of a monster glowering back at me.

A scream followed by a whimper of pain escaped the grasp of the fog as the wind blew hard, pushing the fog out of the way. I saw a well-dressed man on the other side of the hovercar, holding what appeared to be a long bladed weapon of some sort. Beyond him, cowering in the corner was my mystery girl. Blood was pouring from her left forearm, dripping onto the frozen pavement below. The right side of her face bore a long slash. Running from her refined nose, just beneath the eye, across the cheek toward the jawline, ending near her ear.

Eyes wide in terror and shaking from adrenaline, she charged the predator. It was an act of desperation motivated by overwhelming fear. I watched in horror as the blade struck, slicing across her abdomen. As quickly as she launched the attack, I watched her back away. Wiping her hand across her freshest wound, she glanced down to see blood on her fingers.

I sighted my weapon at the monster and cocked it. The sound of the hammer locking split the air like a thunder strike. Before I could fire, the monster reacted and slipped behind Sarah, grasping her around the throat while pointing his blade in my direction. Wisely, the creature kept most of his head behind Sarah’s preventing me from getting off a clean shot, even with my precision aim.

“Drop it!”

“Why,” I said calmly. I looked into Sarah’s eyes. I saw the same terror and pleading I had seen in her sisters. If I had to die to save her life, I would.

“I will slit my pretty’s throat if you don’t,” the monster said calmly.

“Just so I know,” I answered, “would I happen to be talking to the Cowboy himself?”

“You would,” the prideful reply came. “So you know I’ll do it.”

“If I put my weapon down, what will you do for me?”

"This is not a negotiation," the Cowboy raged back. "You are like all the others who never appreciated my skill, my contributions to our little enterprise! I am a super predator, and I will be treated as such! I am sick and tired of not receiving the respect I am entitled!”

“Look now,” I answered as calmly as possible. When dealing with an armed predator who is cornered and has a hostage it pays to stay calm. "Why don't you let her go? I'll put my weapon down and then, then we'll see who's the best, you or me?"

“Really? You think you can challenge me?”

"You've already cut her. She won't get far, and you'll have a blood trail to follow. You can finish her later. But you won't get another crack at me, now will you? My guess is you're going to run."

My challenge intrigued him. It would not be a particularly fair fight unless I could get what I now realized was a sword cane away from him. That or get in close enough he couldn’t do any major damage while I pounded him senseless. Regardless, it would give Sarah a chance to escape.

“Put your weapon down now,” he finally said. “Kick it over toward my vehicle.”

With all the sarcasm and flippancy I could muster, I challenged him again. "Well, are you going to let go of the girl or not? How many chances does someone like you get to fight a real man? One killer against another."

"Fine," he snapped. "Once the gun is down, and you kick it away, I'll let her go." 

“Fair enough,” I answered, “I haven’t been in a fight in a while. This won’t take me long.” I walked over to the Hovertron and gently laid my .50 revolver down on the ground, noting its exact location. Standing back up, I assumed a fighting stance, slightly crouched, back straight, hands raised and slightly extended from my sides with my chin up. He shoved the girl away from him. She wasted no time running to the Hovertron.

"Run," I hissed at her. "Find someone, just get away from here." I barely heard the sound of her climbing over the car and running away over my heavy breathing. My opponent had assumed a fencer's stance; an arrogant smile spread from one side of his face to the other.

“Inspector Sullivan I believe it is.”

“That’s me.”

“It will be a pleasure to punish you for all the trouble you have caused me, starting with my little business enterprise and now interrupting my time with the special one.”

“Business enterprise,” I asked moving slightly toward my right and away from the blade.

"Oh, don't be modest. It was why you had your hearing today. Do you think that pompous ass Devereaux really has the pull to cause an Inspector of your status to go before a tribunal?" The monster chuckled.

“No, I figured something was up, you know. Like they say, the fix was in.”

“Indeed, the fix was in. If you had just behaved yourself and pestered common petty thieves, everything would have been fine. But you couldn’t help yourself I suppose.”

“The meds.”

“Yes, the melanothorazine. I mean really. Miners are not people, not like me at least. Who cares if they die of that nasty miner’s cough? I certainly don’t. Especially when there is a lot of money to be made.”

I looked in the eyes staring back at me. I was going to have a talk with Father Nathan if I survived the fight. If I hadn't believed in heaven and hell before, I did now. Evil was looking straight into my soul, and I was powerless to stop it.

I moved quickly to my right, hoping to make the monster shift toward his left, forcing him closer to the corner behind him. The blade slashed quicker than I thought possible. My mistake cost me all four fingers on my right hand. I knew I wouldn't feel pain for a moment. When the agony came, it would be crushing, feeling like a searing flame shooting up my arm.

Another downwards slash flashed through the air, this time directed at my left hand. Clinching my flesh coated fingers around the blade, I squeezed as hard as I could. The severed tissue detached and blood spurted on the shining cold steel. Surprise filled the demonic eyes of my opponent. Pulling back on his blade only managed to pull the blade an inch or two from my grasp.

Lunging forward to close the gap between us, I forced the blade upwards and away, twisting it as I did so. The blade came loose from the monster's grasp and slipped from mine. As it fell, the handle struck the back of my bare left hand, burning the flesh. Stars flew before my eyes as I staggered backward, my ears ringing from a blow to the side of my head.

Regaining my balance, I charged, striking my damaged right hand against his jaw while driving my right knee toward his abdomen. Wild hot, fire leaped up my arm where the raw, open wounds that had been my fingers came in contact with the monster's face. He deftly blocked my knee, pushing it aside. Another battering blow struck my temple, forcing me back and away from the Cowboy.

As I regained my balance, I glanced for a second at my right hand. Blood was streaming from each stump of a severed finger. I looked up to meet the gaze of my enemy only to notice a strange expression on his face as he stared at my bloody left hand. Clinching my left fist, I raised it, drawing his eyes to it. The cybernetic fingers were fully exposed, covered in blood. The bare metal, not coated with the red substance, shone brightly, reflecting what light was available.

The Cowboy lunged forward, grabbing my jacket as he rammed into me, knocking me backward, landing on my back. I pulled my leg up as we fell, allowing me to push upwards on impact, tossing the Cowboy over my head, landing headfirst against the wall behind me. Scrambling to my feet, I turned to face and close the gap between us.

—-
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RUNNING AWAY FROM THE back of the alley and the terrifying monster that had trapped her, Sarah sought the comforting safety of light. Breaking out of the darkness of the dead end alley, she quickly recognized where she was. Turning to her left, Sarah sprinted down the walkway, dodging other pedestrians who stopped to stare in wonder or irritation at the slender young woman running with her long tresses flowing behind her.

Spotting the colored lights of Joe's sign, slipping on a patch of ice just outside the door, Sarah burst through the door. Joe's two bouncers grabbed her before she fell. Noticing the commotion at his entrance, Joe hurried over, followed by Alice and Father Nathan.

“What is going on here?” Joe demanded. “I don’t like disturbances in my joint, you understand.”

“The big Inspector,” Sarah panted, her face still wide eyed in fear. “He’s fighting the monster. In the blind alley.”

“Sully?” Joe asked.

Sarah nodded, slowly drawing her finger like a knife down the right side of her face, indicating Sully’s scar.

"You stay here," Father Nathan ordered, brushing past the frightened Sarah and the two bouncers. Gone before anyone could stop him, Father Nathan disappeared through the double door entrance and vanished into the dull, gray light of the morning.

"Come with me honey," Alice cooed gently, trying to calm the terrified young girl. "Joe, get her a hot coffee," Alice ordered as she led Sarah to Sully's regular booth. "And call the cops while you're at it!"

—-
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I WAS IN TROUBLE. FEW men can hold their own with me in a fair fist fight. Did I mention I don't fight fair? My right hand was useless, leaving me with just my left to batter my opponent. The Cowboy had both hands and knew how to use them, blocking my blows with ease, knowing I could only strike effectively with my left.  

“As much fun as this has been,” the smiling monster hissed, “I must end it and take my leave. Don’t worry though Inspector. I will return for her. She is far too special to let another predator take her. And know this, I will give her all the individual attention she needs and deserves when I return for her."

I’ll never understand why it happened, but in that single moment in time, my computer replayed the few seconds of video where my one second of hesitation cost Sarah’s sister her life. I made my decision. One of us was going to leave the alley in a body bag.

I charged the monster, leading with a right jab. The use of my right caught him by surprise as he pulled a knife from his right pocket. Staggered by the blow, the Cowboy took a step backward, fighting to regain his balance.

I pressed my attack. From my fighter's stance, I drove my left fist forward, at arm level with my shoulder as I stepped into the punch, rotating my hip and torso while twisting my forearm for maximum power on impact. Aiming for a spot twelve inches behind the Cowboy’s head, my military grade, hardened armored fist slammed into his right cheekbone. I heard as much as I felt the bone shatter upon impact.

The first punch was followed by a jab with my bloody right, landing square on his nose, breaking the bone and tearing cartilage. As I threw another solid punch at the Cowboy's crushed cheek, I felt the burn of a knife as it pierced first my great coat and then the flesh between my ribs by my left lung. A true predator, the Cowboy, twisted the knife, expanding the wound before he ripped his blade out.

Blood ran from his mangled face. I could feel the warm substance running down my side. Both of us sensed the fight would end soon. Lunging forward to stab again, I grabbed the blade with my left hand without thinking. Striking a downward blow with my right arm across the Cowboy’s wrist, the knife fell to the ground.

Panicked at being disarmed, I saw his eyes dart to the ground beneath his waiting Hovertron. He dove before I could move and reached my gun before I could stop him. Lifting the heavy kinetic weapon to aim it at me, the Cowboy fumbled with the trigger to cock the gun. I dove on top of him as a roaring blast of heat and flame rushed past my left ear deafening me while singeing the skin of my ear. Straddling his chest, I drove my clinched steel fist down again, this time directly into his right eye socket. 

Like before, I aimed for a point on the other side of the Cowboy’s head. Drawing my fist back to strike again, I admired my handiwork for a split second. The cheekbone was destroyed, slivers and fragments of bone sticking out of the lacerated flesh. His eye was ruptured with fluid leaking onto the bloody mess that was his face. Mucous and blood flowed from his shattered nose, the gooey, sticky mess running into his mouth, causing him to cough.

My next blow shattered his teeth and broke his jawbone, knocking the Cowboy unconscious. Another blow caused his head to slam against the pavement, allowing blood to run freely from the back of his skull. I rained down more blows, splitting open flesh and venting the pent up rage and despair I had locked away.

I was only vaguely aware of a familiar voice calling to me to stop when I stood and retrieved the sword cane. Somehow I knew to twist the metal ring in the handle and waited for the lopsided star brand to heat up. Still warm from when engaged at the start of the fight, it only took seconds to glow a bright red.

Pressing the brand against the Cowboy’s forehead, I listened as the flesh burned and sizzled. Smoke from the charred flesh wafted upwards, and I brushed it away with my hand, dropping the murderous weapon.

It was over. Sarah was safe for now. The monster lay dead before me. I could never bring back to life the people who had lost their lives because of my mistakes. But this monster, this monster would never harm anyone again.

As I fell forward and slammed into the ground, I was vaguely aware of a man's voice calling my name. Hands rolled me over on my back and touched my face. Someone called my name. It sounded close and far away at the same time. Warm breath pierced the bitterly cold air and touched my face. As hard as I tried to see whose face gazed down upon me, I couldn't focus my eyes. Not even my cybernetic eye. It was too much, too hard.

I was responsible for so much suffering. So many people had looked to me for safety. The Space Marines in my squad. My failure to disobey the Lt. and move them to a safe distance had led to their deaths. Hesitation had cost Sarah’s sister her life. The guards, I knew they were dead. Dead because I’d had Josephson lock them up.

It was too much, just too much guilt. I stopped trying to focus, trying to see who was calling my name. I welcomed the black darkness as it pulled me down. It seemed comforting, peaceful even. I stopped struggling against it and embraced it, drifting away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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I JUST WANTED TO SLEEP. I was tired, and some bonehead was determined to wake me up. My right hand for some reason felt numb like I had slept on it. To make matters worse, my head was throbbing as well. That one I couldn't figure out. I'd been sober for over a year, and I didn't think I'd tied one on.

I finally gave up and opened my eyes to see just who it was that was so determined to wake me up before I was ready to wake up. It took me a few minutes to be able to focus. I was less than thrilled with what I saw when my eyes finally focused.

“Oh, it’s you.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“I’m going back to sleep.”

“No, you aren’t,” Father Nathan replied, shaking me to prevent my drifting off to sleep.

“Why not,” I demanded.

"You have a visitor. It was all your visitor could do to work up the nerve to come and see you. It's been all I could to keep her here until I could wake you up. So, wake up so she can go, bless her heart, poor thing."

I was curious now. I sat up and squinted my eyes. It took me a second to get my cybernetic eye to focus, allowing me to see clearly. Sitting in a chair by the door was a slender young woman. The mysterious Sarah.

Gone from her face was the nasty wound. Sitting without her coat on and shirtsleeves rolled up, the nasty laceration I’d seen open up on her forearm was gone.

I glanced at Father Nathan, confused. “How long have I been out?”

He smiled. “Not as long as you think.”

“How long,” I demanded.

“Just over twenty-four hours.”

I couldn’t believe it. “What happened?” I asked Sarah. “I saw your wounds. They couldn’t have healed that fast.”

Frightened, she looked at Father Nathan to know what to do. He smiled and nodded, speaking softly in his encouraging manner. “It’s okay. Sullivan will never tell anyone.”

"Tell anyone what," I said. I was confused, didn't feel well and had just realized I was hungry. It irritated me there was something I should know, and this pair was taking their sweet time getting around to telling me what was going on.

I watched as Sarah looked down at the floor of my room. “I healed,” she whispered.

I wasn’t sure I understood her. At least my expression must have conveyed that.

She looked up and swallowed. “I healed.”

“I thought that was what you said. It’s not possible. Not in twenty-four hours.”

“Sullivan, there’s more to it.”

Father Nathan nodded at her again, telling her without speaking to explain.

“I’m a clone. My sisters I told you about, we’re identical physically. We have different personalities, but we’re physically identical. Well, we were until Maria died.”

“Clones? That’s illegal.”

"I know, but that's what I am. Military grade too. Most injuries heal in hours. Heat and cold do not have the same impact on me as a normal human. I am susceptible to a limited number of viral and bacterial infections. I have heightened senses."

Now my head was really spinning. “Who? Why would...”

“My template was dying. She paid to have her DNA altered to cure the disease she was dying of and had us grown. The scientists didn't know if the procedure would work, so they made three of us. All of us survived to their delight. Our template died before our organs could be harvested. Then they didn’t know what to do with us.”

“You said you were military grade...”

“That’s why I heal so quickly, can deal with heat and cold. But it made me a valuable commodity. My sister Ellie fled when Maria was murdered. I have to find her. We’re safer together, I know it.”

“How many people know about your existence,” I asked.

Sarah shrugged. "I just know we'll always be pursued. Bounty hunters looking to sell us or our organs to the highest bidder. The military would love to get their hands on us. For some reason, we attract the sickos, like the one that killed my sister and the one who hunted me. We'll always have to be ready to run. That's why I came here, to find Ellie." 

I still couldn’t believe it. “Clones are illegal. They were banned after the Expansion Wars.”

"Cybernetic implants are controlled," Sarah snapped back. "You should have a normal prosthetic eye and hands. Not the set up you have, complete with a microcomputer installed."

“What did you say,” I asked. Something about what Sarah said puzzled me. 

Again Sarah looked at Father Nathan, uncertain how to respond.

“Sullivan, I don’t think you remember.”

“Remember what?”

“You lost the fingers on your right hand in the fight with the Cowboy.”

I raised my right hand slowly and looked at it. Swathed completely in a plastiskin bandage, I counted five fingers.

“I count five fingers.”

"Five new, military grade, cybernetic fingers. In fact, the surgeon who worked on you is an ex-Space Marine, oh, wait, excuse me, there's no such thing as an ex-Space Marine. He's no longer on active duty. You had too much damage, so he gave you an entirely new hand. This one is better than your left. Complete sensation ability. Once the skin regenerates, nobody will ever know unless they scan you or you tell them. Your left hand is as good as new too. He upgraded it as much as possible."

Raising my left hand, I noticed it was covered with a plastiskin bandage as well. “Damaged in the fight?”

Father Nathan nodded.

Fatigue washed over me. I collapsed back on my bed, trying to sort everything out. A glance at Sarah squirming in her chair told me she was getting antsy.

“You’re a clone?”

“I told you so. It’s not something anyone would make up.”

“How could you tell I had implants?”

She frowned at me. "I told you my senses are sharper. Not that your right eye is an entirely different shade of blue from your left or anything. No, that would never give anything away. Neither would that scar on your face."

She had a point.

“Okay, okay. You’re a clone. I have no room to talk because I have military grade cybernetic implants.”

Sarah looked at Father Nathan, almost frantic now at being confined to my room. She needed to go.

“Sarah, wait,” I pleaded. “Father, give her the keys to my place in my pocket.”

More panicked now than before, Sarah looked back and forth between Father Nathan and me.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I need to know you’re safe. I want you to have the key. You can get out of the cold when you need to or get something to eat. If you just feel lonely, you can come for a short visit. Or not. It’s up to you. But I need to know you have a safe place to go.”

Sarah thought for a moment and then took the key offered to her by Father Nathan. Without another word, she slipped out the door and vanished in complete silence.

“Do you think she’ll be okay?”

“She’s tough. Now she has someone who has proven he can be trusted looking out for her.”

I opened my mouth to object only to have my friend silence me with a motion of his hand. "She doesn't blame you for her sister's death. She blames the murderer and the drugs he was on when he slit Maria's throat. So you, my friend, need to forgive yourself as well. You almost died saving her. That means a lot to her."

I looked away. Father Nathan could be hard to take sometimes. He had a way of getting directly to the heart of the matter, and it could be painful.

“I doubt you’ll ever have a visitor when you’re there unless a blizzard hits or she’s sick. I do think you’ll come home and find food missing or the couch has been slept on.”

A knock on the door interrupted. It opened, and a nurse pushed in Josephson, seated in a hoverchair.

“Well, I guess the stories are true,” he proclaimed with a broad smile. “You’re too tough to kill.”

"Whatever," I groused back, not in the mood for his puppy dog-like enthusiasm. "Glad to see you're doing better,” I admitted.

“Yeah, I’m going to be fine they tell me. I have to see the department shrink for six months, do rehab, you know, but I’ll be fine.”

I nodded. It was good news.

“Oh, you’re suspended with pay for two weeks,” he added. “I heard about the hearing and the video you played. If you ask me, the two weeks is just to cover their butts for even having the hearing.”

“Devereaux?”

Josephson’s face clouded up. “Suicide. Or at least that what the official report says.”

“The two guards?”

“Found dead in the Southeast Section of Capital City. Evidence pointed to Bland of all people. When Markeson went to arrest him, Bland shot it out with him.”

“Bland is dead too; I take it."

Josephson nodded solemnly while I sighed.

“The Cowboy was a guy named Edwin Long. He was the comptroller for the city and the planet government. He’s been skimming the melanothorazine for years and selling it on the black market on the Rim Worlds. I guess he and Devereaux were partners on the deal.”

“How convenient,” I murmured. 

"You don't think that was all there was to it, do you," Father Nathan asked.

“Of course not. But at least we found the melanothorazine. I don't feel any remorse about the Cowboy. Evil like that needs to be eliminated, and I certainly don't feel bad for Devereaux, though he should have had a trial."

“Get some rest now. Everyone from Joe’s and the neighborhood says to get well,” Father Nathan informed me. “I’ll take this one back to his room.”

I watched as he carefully maneuvered my partner out the door. He paused and looked back at me, his cheerful demeanor gone.

“Get well Sullivan. You made a promise to me. Either you take care of the boss, or I am.” 

Word of mouth is critical to the success of any author. If you enjoyed this work of fiction, please consider leaving a positive review on Amazon or GoodReads. Even if the review is short, one or two sentences, it will be a big help and appreciated. Thanks!
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Join the Inspector’s e-mail list!
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THE ULTIMATE SOURCE of additional information on the good Inspector, his friends and dare I say, enemies, is my FREE reader guide, The Inspector’s Report. 

The Inspector’s Report will include short stories about the characters, backstory, excerpts, and updates on when new Inspector Sullivan novels will be available. 
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Want to learn more about Inspector 

Sullivan and the universe he inhabits?
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YOU CAN FIND OUT MORE by clicking on the words in the text that have links, for example, Beta Prime and Capital City. These links will take you to specific pages on my author website. There you will find history and back-story regarding the topic linked to that page.

For more information about Inspector Sullivan’s universe, you can go to my author website and search the pages in the Universe of Thomas Sullivan page on the site.

Also in the Inspector Thomas Sullivan Series:

Last Train To Nowhere 

Grey Sky Blues
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THE PREDATOR AND THE Prey is the first installment in The Chronicles of Thomas Sullivan series by author K.C. Sivils. The author of over twenty works of non-fiction, including an Amazon Best Seller, The Predator and The Prey is Sivils first work of fiction to appear in print.

Sivils has traveled extensively, visiting three continents, twelve countries and forty-seven states. An avid reader and fan of classic films, The Chronicles of Thomas Sullivan, reflects his interest in classic film noir movies and science fiction.

For more details about the universe Inspector Sullivan inhabits, including short stories, and to be notified of releases of future books in The Chronicles of Thomas Sullivan, please visit www.KCSivils.com and sign-up for the newsletter, The Inspector’s Report. 
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IF YOU ARE ON FACEBOOK, please like my Facebook page!
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